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Introduction 


The impossibility of translation 


Teanslanen cannot be dong. Vhe Italians capture it laconically in their succincee 
proverb μον fuduttore which limps into English as something like ‘to ceanslace 
is to betray. When | started work on this translation, | was fiercely critical of those 
who had pone before; the same word was going to be crinslated in the same way 
ci hame, the tenses of the οὐρα! would be invariably respected, and [ was going 
to be antulingly fauhtul to the text before me. Well, it cannot be dane; word-for-word 
rendition ts impossible if you are paing τὸ make sense in what is grimly termed the 
‘target langue’. | could pive several examples: let me simply mention cwo. First, 
there is a word in Greek which is a πάπαν irregular imperative of the verb τὸ see’, 
and an older versions tended to be translated as ‘behold’. [n modern cranslations 
the tendency is to onic αὖ but very often it functions as an attention-catching 
device, the author wanting us to watch carefully. So 1 have catcher woodenly opted 
to transiace 1 ἀν Look’, which docs not quite serve in every case. Second, renses: 
Mark uses the historic present (he says’ foc he said’) a great deal, and | have in 
every case tricd to reflect this; bur Luke (and, for that matter, Matthew and John 
also; but Luke ts a better stylist} alsa uses the historic present, like the Stlver Age 
Vatin histonan Tacitus: but in Cike che effece is ditterent. Or consider Greek aorises. 
Ordinarily they should go into English ashe did’, rather chan ‘he has done’, which 
isa perfect but try chat almost anywhere in che New ‘fescament, and you will find 
that you cannot cateh what the ortpinal is crying to say. Or, in Revelation 21:18, | 
have found myself driven to translating the same word frst as ‘pure’ then as ‘clear’, 
inorder to allow the auchor co say what he was trying co say. Then occasionally, 
simply to avoid thundering horedom, you find yourself introducing a variant 
translation. So if nothing else, working on chis translation has engendered an 
Increase in humility, and immense admiration for chose who have gone before in 
this freld, 

As well as loaking like treachery, translation also causes pain. Let me give a trivial 
cxamiple tram ny Own experience, if only to indicate my awareness that 1 may 
inadvertently have lit a fuse hy some of my renderings. [In Acts 3:6, the Douay- 
Rheims version, on which ] was brought up, reads: “Bur Peter said: Silver and gold 
| have none; but what | have, I give thee, At quite a young age (certainly less chan 
len years old, hy my calculation} | had formed a great love for the cadences of this 
piece of English. Chen they started reading in English Catholic churches from the 
version of Ronald Knox, who produced: “Chen Peter said co him: Silver and gold 
are not mine ro give; 1 give thee what I can’, and [ can still, almost half-a-century 
later, recall how annoyed 1 was at the translation, which is perfectly respectable 
(Knox was working from τῆς Vulgate, nor the Greek exc), but lacks the rhychms of 
the older English version. All] can say here is that | do not intend ta cause pain; 
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bur it is inevitable chat some people who read this translation will feel the pain that 
I experienced as a young boy. 


The aim of the translation: 
encouraging people to read the New Testament 


If my aim is not τὸ cause pain, whac arm | seeking to do? The aim of the translation 
(and I am far from confident chat [ have hit the target) is τὸ allow the reader co 
experience whac it was like to hear or read the particular document for che first 
time. It will more often have been hearing than reading, since most of the Christians 
for whom the New Testamenc was originally written will have been illiterate; bur | 
should like che reader to experience (rather than just read abour) something of the 
raw power that lurks beneath che surface of the text of the 27 documents that 
make up our New Testament; so these writings should not all sound rhe same, and 
where the original is awkward and jagged, | have tried to offer a version chat ts 
similarly awkward. For che same reason | have tried to excise chapter-and-verse. 
These enumerations in cheir present form are a sixteenth-century invention, and 
can give the cext a ‘churchy’ feel chat 1 am anxious to avoid. My original idea was 
that people would read the documents straight off, with no interruption; but | 
have been persuaded a) chat readers would prefer to know where they are in a text 
(if only so that they can check what I have written againse cheir favourite version) 
and b} that I should interweave some passages of commentary after each ‘unit’, trying 
al) τῆς time τὸ say too little rather chan coo much, in order to make it easier to read 
some of the trickier passages. ] hope that at least some readers will find this helpful. 
Certainly my own aim will in large part have been met if you find yourself exclaiming, 
‘buc sAaf’s noc what it says!’, and turning back to your favourite cranslation τὸ see 
what you think it shoudd say. Another aim will have been achieved if someone who 
would rather drop dead than read the New Testament is persuaded to open the 
book and to stay wich it. 

For this reason, what matters most to me is that readers should be persuaded to 
read the text. The citle 1 first thought of, The interactive New Testamens, sounded a 
little pretentious, as though perhaps the reader were being invited to decide how a 
particular story should end. It points, rather, to something slightly differenc, a 
qualicy thar the New Testament has, of ‘inviting the reader aboard’ in a way chat 
may change his/her life. 1 would argue (although I shall not do so here) thar che 
New Testament has a quality not often, perhaps never, found in other literature, of 
affecting che reader's life; it is, therefore, constitutionally ‘interactive, and that ts 
the aim of the questions and commentary. Originally, as a way of making this 
point, I thought of ‘Just Read [τ᾿ as a subtitle for this translation. The origin of this 
lies in a marathon race that | was misguided enough to mun, at an age when | 
should have known better. This marathon was sponsored by a company well 
known for the manufacrure of sporting foorwear; and on almost every lamp-post, 
it seemed, encouraging me to the bicer end, was cheir advertising slogan, Just Do 


[τ΄. If the reader will ‘Just Read [t’, remarkable chings may happen. 


My approach to the translation 


It is possible to know too much. In my view, 1 do not know nearly enough about 
the New Testament, although | have lived closely with the Greek text of it for 
upwards of 30 years now. So I do not wish τὸ put into this translation everything 
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that scholars say about the New Testament. Were | to do so, this project would lose 
the aceractive lightness that Scripture has, and that God's word ought to have. Fora 
similar reason, the translation has been done in a hurry; the idea, to shoot first and 
ask questions later, is chat I should follow as far as may be my Arse instinct, in order 
to preserve the flow of the narrative. This had two evident disadvantages, first that 
a great deal of slovenliness crept in, which had to be corrected in the succeeding 
revisions of the text, and second that on another day | might translate a given passage 
in a quite different way. Nevertheless 1 judged these to be acceptable risks in pursuit 
of accessibility for the New Testament documents. 

Inevicably, some of my translations will turn our to have been borrowed, Normally, 
| hope, this will not be plagiarism so much as the result of having a familiar version 
in my head. Occasionally I have produced a version of a difficult passage, and then 
laoked ar someone else's translation, and found τὸ my delighc that they had 
reached the identical conclusion about the meaning of the text. This may serve asa 
useful reminder ro readers unacquainted with scholarly debate on the subjecc chat 
we cannot always agree on what a particular passage actually means. 


The dialogue with scholars 


Whar of my own relationship with New Testament scholarship? Clearly | owe a 
huge debt to those who have given themselves τὸ the academic study of these rexts, 
and have found great light in what they have written, including (especially, perhaps) 
those scholars who are quite explicit abour their lack of religious faich. Nevertheless, 
my agenda is ποῖ that of the scholars, and this translation is not really for them. 
Indeed, I should sav that most (not all) of the New Testament experts with whom | 
have discussed this project have been somewhat discouraging about it. A part of 
me is slightly ashamed of not having a more scholarly agenda, but this translation 
is directed towards actual and potential committed readers of the texts, rather than 
cowards acadernics; it is for churches and prisons, rather than libraries. My instinct 
suggests, what I fear many New Testament scholars will reject, chat those people 
are most suited to read the New Testament who are prepared τὸ ‘get inside’ it, who 
are open to faith in the Resurrection of Jesus (a belief that informs every word of 
the New Testament), and co an encounter with Jesus Christ. Scholars will be quite 
properly irritated by some of my translations, and by some of the failures to indicate 
in my comments how complex are some of the difficulties that che reader must 
face. But I hope char all the translations are at least defensible, and chat the comments 
and notes help readers to read. 


Some general observations 


Where it was possible without inelegance, I have tried to use inclusive language, on 
the grounds that the gospel is for all. Sometimes this can misrepresent the thrust of 
a text, however, and many people would argue that using inclustve language ts 
something of a cover-up. For it conceals the fact that (so far as we can tell) the New 
Testament was written mainly by men (though it sometimes seems possible that 
Mark's Gospel could have been written by a woman), and out of a view of the 
world where the male exercises unquestioned superiority over wives, children, slaves 
and camels. J am reconciled, however, to the certaincy that my uneasy compromise 
in this matter wil] please nobody. 

Another observation | have to make is thar all punctuation is invention. The editors 
of the Greek texts that I have used made their guesses about punctuation; | have 
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made mine. Once apain, if you find yourself saying, ‘that is not how it goes’, and 
go feverishly back to another version, then | shall be happy. 

Two shghely unsarisfactory tendencies | have noticed in myself without knowing 
quite how τὸ correct them. The firse is that too often | have used words that no one 
ever uses (‘upbraid’ is one example I have observed), perhaps simply because it is 
‘the Bible’, and ‘the Bible’ ought to feel different from ordinary language. However 
[ do nor think that the Greek in which che New Testament is written is very differenc 
from ordinary speech, so far as the evidence goes; although it must be confessed 
that there are many different styles of Greek in these 27 documents. 

A second tendency is chat of centrally justifying longer Old Testament passages. 
as well as those passages chat are often identified as New Testament ‘hymns’. Some 
modern editions of the Greek New Testament follow this practice, and it has the 
happy function of marking out differences of sryle, which should evoke a corre- 
spondingly different reaction in the reader; but it is noc ideal, and certainly that 
will not have been the practice of the original author, 


A final point: the New Testament as Word of Lift 


There is one more thing. The other night 1 attended a concert in one of the old 
College Chapels that abound here in Oxford. It was beautifully done, and consisted 
of two sixteenth-century masses, one of them a requiem mass, such as might have 
been sung in the chapel when it was originally built. The words were profoundly 
familiar co me, for they were the words that we sang in my childhood; bur the dif- 
ference berween chen and now is that when we sang the words ac school, it was part 
of our life, in the same way as algebra and rugby practice, and we often sang the 
words, all of which are addressed directly to God, as a prayerful response when 
someone in the community had died. In chat setting, the words had a life which 
they simply could not have, so it seemed to me, in the setting of a concen, no matter 
how professionally performed. 

That is the kind of life that lurks beneath the text of the New Testament, which 
is accessible only to those who are prepared to open themselves to what these 27 
documents are saying, the encounter with the God who never ceases to address us, 
and with Jesus whom God sent and raised from the dead. This translation has 
taken me something over two years; but in another sense, I find that it is a distillation 
of my entire life so far, and the ‘post-natal depression’ that comes with its despatch 
to the publishers is a signal that the New Testament is for me, and | hope for all 
readers of chis translation, ‘the word of life’. 

What more ts there to say? Just read it, and listen. 


(Any words in bold throughout the texte are my emphasis.) 


According to Matthew 


Introduction 


It is almost certain that Matthew had access to Mark's Gospel, or something very 
like it, so we can often see what he was doing by reference to what he had open in 
ftone of him. As you read through Matthew, it may help to look out for four features: 


|. Matthew frequently ernphasises thac Jesus ‘fulfils’ che Law, che Jewish scriptures, 
the history of the Jewish people. 

2. Look for evidence that Matthew and his church are engaged in a debate, one 
which is quite bitter at times, with his Jewish neighbours. lt may be helpful if 
at this stage 1 potnt out chat Matthew is also the most Jewish of the Gospels. 

3. Matthew allows us to penetrate ever more deeply into his portraic of Jesus. He 
often paints this portrait by way of contrast with those who appear in the same 
scene. 

4. Sometimes It seems chat Matthews community may be one chat has lost its 
first enthusiasm. 


Marthew is sometimes said to have written che first ‘catechist’s handbook’, to help 
those who are instructing others in their faith. Certainly it is a very well-organised 
piece of work, 

This suggests that there might be something of the schoolmaster about Matthew, 
See what you think as you read through the Gospel. 


MATTHEW ] 


] 1-17 


Jesus’ ‘family tree’ 
The Book of the Origin of Jesus Messiah, Son of David, Son of Abraham. 
Abraham was the father of Isaac; Isaac was the father of Jacob; Jacob was the father 
of Judah and his brothers; Judah was the father of Perez and Zerah, by Tamar. 
Perez was the father of Hezron; Hezron was the father of Aram; Aram was the 
father of Aminadab; Aminadab was che father of Nahshon, Nahshon was the father 
of Salmon; Salmon was the father of Boaz, by Rahab; Boaz was the father of Obed, 
by Ruth; Obed was the father of Jesse; and Jesse was the father of David, the King. 

David was the father of Solomon, by the wift of Uriah; Solomon was che father 
of Rehoboam; Rehoboam was the father of Abijah; Abijah was the father of Asaph; 
Asaph was the father of Jehoshaphat; Jehoshaphat was the father of Joram; and 
Joram was the father of Uzziah; Uzziah was the father of Jotham; Jotham was the 
father of Ahaz; Ahaz was che father of Hezckiah; Hezekiah was che father of 
Manasseh; Manasseh was the facher of Amos; Amos was the father of Josiah; Josiah 
was the facher of Jeconiah and his brothers, down τὸ the Babylon deportation. 

After the Babylon deportation, Jeconiah was the father of Shealticl; Shealtiel was 
the father of Zerubbabel; Zenubbabel was the facher of Abioud; Abioud was the 
father of Eliakim; Eliakim was the father of Azor: Azor was the father of Zadok: 
Zadok was the father of Achim; Achim was the father of Eliud; Eliud was the 
father of Eleazar; Eleazar was the father of Matthan; Marthan was the father of 
Jacob; and Jacob was the father of Joseph: and Joseph was the husband of Mary, of 
whom was born Jesus called Messiah. 

Therefore all the generations from Abraham to David were fourteen generations; 
and from David to the Babylonian deportation fourteen generations; and from the 
Babylonian deportation to the Messiah fourteen generations. 


This is am astonishing beginning to the Gospel. Matthew gives it a 
title: ‘The book of the birth (or 'The Bible of the Genesis’) of Jesus 
Messiah (or Christ)’. He then follows with a family ure. neady 
divided into three groups of fourteen (actually not quite so neat, if 
you count carefully). Thase three groups divide Jewish history intro 
three equal portions, from the promise to Abraham to its apparent 
fulfilment in the reign of David, from there τὸ the utter disaster of 
the Babylonian deporation, then from that lowest point of all τὸ 
the moment thar for Matthew is the climax of the history of God's 
dealings wich Israel, the birth of ‘Jesus called Messiah. 

Bur there is more to it than chat, for the family tree ends with a 
reference to Joseph as ‘the husband of Mary, of whom was born 
Jesus called Messiah’. Now Matthew is shortly going to make it clear 
to us that Joseph was not the father of Jesus, so, quite evidently, we 
are not invited to contemplate this gallery of rogues and saints as 
those whose blood courses through Jesus’ veins. Marthew's pornt is 
slighdy differenc: for him Jesus is the climax af God's dealings with 
Israel, in which God has abways remained faichful, while che people 
of God have not. 

In addition, the parrern "X was the father of Y is broken on five 
occasions, marked in bold type. Four times they are women, rather 
unusually inserted into che family cree: Tamar, who pretended to be 
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a prostitute, Rahab, who actually was one, Ruch, who certainly 
behaved in a somewhat ramshackle way with Boaz and so became 
King David's great-grandmother, and finally Mrs Uriah, Solomons 
mother, whose beaury in the bach aroused David to adultery and 
murder. The fifth break in che pattern refers to ‘Jeconiah (or 
Jehoiakim) and his brothers’, che last king in Judah, and che 
beginning of survival out of the disaster, which Israel saw as the fruic 
of disobedience. God, Marthew is delicately hinting, ‘wrices straight 
with crooked lines’. 


Jesus’ birth, and Joseph's first dream 


Jesus Messiah — his birch was like this. When his morher Mary was engaged to 
Joseph, before they got together, she was found to be pregnant — by the Holy 
Spirit. Her man Joseph, because he was a just man, and reluctant to make an 
example of her, wanted to let her go secretly. When he had made this plan, laok! 
The angel of the Lord appeared to him in a dream, saying, ‘Joseph, son of David, 
don't he afraid to rake Mary as your wife, for ic is by the Holy Spirit that the child 
has been conceived in her. She will bear a son, and you will call his name Jesus, 
because he wil] save his people from their sins. All this has happened in order that 


the word spoken by the Lord through the propher might be fulfilled: 


“Look! The virgin will be pregnanc and shall bear a son, 
and they shall call his name Emmanuel” (which is cranslaced “God with us”). 


Joseph awoke from sleep, and did as the angel of the Lord had ordered him. And 
he took his wife; and he did not have intercourse with her until she bore a son. 


And he called his name Jesus. 


The story cantinues to be extraordinary. Mary is said to be pregnant, 
and not by Joseph, bur by ‘the Holy Spirit’: so, remarkably, God 1s 
the father of this child. Joseph's reaction does him credit: clearly he 
cannot marry Mary: but he wants to do the right thing, and so 
decides on a discreet end to the relationship, rather than making a 
public fuss that might end in Mary being stoned to death. 

God is however in contral of the story, and sends an angel in a 
dream, which tells the reader that che message to Joseph is above- 
board. Joseph has his part to play, not only by providing a family to 
receive the child, but also by giving him a name, which in Hebrew 
means ‘Saviour. The conversation is reported in Greek, of course; 
and this may suggest that the communircy for which Matthew wrote 
was equally at ease in Greek and either Aramaic or Hebrew. 

Ir is only in the Greek version of Isaiah (7:14) that the quotation 
refers τὸ a ‘virgin’; but much more important for Matthew is the first 
designation of Jesus as ‘God with us. We shall need to remember 
this phrase as che Gospel develops. 

It is no surprise when Joseph faithfully and precisely obeys his 
instructions. That is what a ‘just man’ is supposed to do in Matthew's 
Gospel. 


MATTHEW 2 


Df 


A central scene: che Magi and ewo kings 


When Jesus had been born in Bethlehem of Judaea in the days of Herod the king, 
look! Magi from the east turned up in Jerusalem, saying, “Where is the one who 
has been born King of the Jews? For we saw his star in che east, and we came to 
worship him.’ 

When King Herod heard [this], he was disturbed, and all Jerusalem with him, 
and he gathered all the chief priests and scribes of the people and asked them 
where the Messiah would be born. They told him, ‘In Bethlehem of Judaea, for it 
is written so through the prophet: 


“And you, Bethlehem, land of Judah, 
you are ποῖ at all the least among the leaders of Judah, 
for from you shall come one who leads, 
who will shepherd my people Israel.”’ 


Then Herod secretly summoned the Magi, and tried to get them to be precise 
about the time of the star's appearance. And he sent them off to Bethlehem, saying, 
‘Go and enquire precisely about the little child. When you find him, report to me, 
so that I too may come and worship him.’ 

They listened to the king, and set off; and look! The sear chat they had seen in 
the east was leading them on, until it came and stood above the place where the 
lictle child was. They saw the star and rejoiced with a great joy. They came to the 
house and saw the little child, wich Mary his mother, and they fell down and 
worshipped him; and they opened their treasures and offered him gifts: gold and 
frankincense and myrrh. And being warned in a dream not to go back to Herod, ir 
was by a different roure chat they returned to cheir country. 


Both the family tree and this story of oriental visitors are intended 
to help us see who Jesus is, and what God is doing in Jesus. The 
heroes of this episode are clearly the Magi (astrologers, with perhaps 
a hint of Eastern trickery), in sharp contrast to the religious 
establishment, who are so shaken by the news that these Orientals 
bring. 

In between the two lurks che citle of ‘king’: it is in the days of 
King Herod that they arrive, and Matthew's readers will not have 
needed to be told what a nasty piece of work he was. So when they 
put cheir tactless question about the one born King of the Jews, 
the reader knows chat there is already such a king, and it is hardly 
surprising that Herod and Jerusalem are ‘disturbed’. Ir may be 
worth noticing that the Greek word for ‘gathered’ would have 
sounded like ‘synagogued’; many scholars think that Matthew's 
Gospel is in polemical debate with the ‘synagogue across the road’. 

Another word that lurks in the text is ‘worship’. We shall see as we 
read Marthew's Gospel chat this is an appropriate response to Jesus; 
but we know perfectly well chat what che Magi mean by worship is 
quite different from what Herod has in mind, just as Herods 
‘secretly’ summoning the Magi is more sinister than Joseph 
contemplating divorcing Mary ‘secretly’. More sinister yet is our 
discovery that Herod absolutely believes che message thac the Magi 
bring: he gets his religious experts on to the question of where the 
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star will have been leading chem, and they can produce an apt scriptural 
quotation (from Micah 5:2) to solve the problem, Ouc come their 
computers and the answer emerges: Bethlehem. 50 Herod is seen 
ftom the beginning as deliberately resisting the will of God. In this 
he is representative of the Jewish authorities as Macchew sees chem. 

We learn a bit more: the star guides the visitors on to their 
destination, so God is still in charge. And they give gifts, which 
Marchew certainly intends us to see as revealing who Jesus is: gold 
for a king (that word again), frankincense for a priest (rather 
different from the chief priests, who so effortlessly produced the 
Scripture quotation for Herod), and myrrh, chillingly, for a dead 
body. Incidentally, if you choughe that chere were τῆτες Magi, here 1s 
the reason: they gave three gifts. But Matthew does not tell us that it 
was one Magus per pift: so we have co think of ar least rwo, with no 
upper limic other than their arrival not being classihable as an 
invasion by a hostile power. 

Finally, and reminding us that God ts after all in charge, a dream 
removes the Magi from the stage, and their naiveré no longer 
threatens Jesus. As we silently applaud this, we may reflect that 
although Jesus has done nothing at all so far, Macthew has told us a 
great deal about him. 


Joseph's second dream: the departure for Egypt 


As the Magi were going away, look! The angel of the Lord appears in a drearn to 
Joseph, saying, “Up you get; take the little child and his mother, and escape to 


Egypt, and be 
in order to kill 


there ἀπε] 1 cell you. For Herod is about to look for the little child 
him.’ He got up and took the little child and his mother by night; 


and he went up to Egypt. And he was there until che death of Herod, chat the 


[word] spoken 
called my sor. 


by the Lord through the prophec might be fulhlled, ‘our of Egypt I 


Once again Joseph shows his instant obedience to God. Matthew's 
readers, however, wil] have been rather startled by where Josephs 
obedience leads him. For, of all places, it is to Egypt that the little 
child has to escape, Heeing not from a foreign ruler {like the 
Pharach) but from Israel’s king. Not only that, but the flight cakes 
place, like the Passover, at night, and Joseph is described as going 
‘up to Egypt: Matthew's readers will have known very well indeed 
that Jews go up to the Holy Land and co Jerusalem, never co Egypt. 
The story has ied us into a very unexpected world, of the ‘reverse 
Exodus. Matthew makes his point neatly by his quotation of Hosea 
11:1, which meant something rather different in its original setting. 
For the third time in the Gospel, Matthew makes a Scripture 
quotation, introducing it with the formula ‘that ic might be 
fulfilled’. The point of this technique, which we shal] see again and 
again in this Gospel, is to emphasise that God is in charge. 
Matthew evidently reads his Scripture very carefully indeed. 
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Herod destroys the children 


Then Herod, realising chat he had been tricked by the Magi, became extremely 
angry; and he sent and destroyed all the boys in Bethlehem and in all its territories, 
of cwo years old and under, according to the time that he had carefully elicited from 
the Magi. Then the [word] spoken through Jeremiah the prophet was fulfilled: 


A voice was heard in Rama, wailing and much lamentation, 
Rachel weeping for her children; 
and she did not want to be comforted, 
for they are not.’ 


Herods brutal response echoes che worst of the activities of che 
Pharaoh who had tried to destroy the children of Israel at the 
beginning of the Book of Exodus; and for Matthew it serves as perverse 
evidence that Herod acknowledges that the Magi had got it right. 

This fourth ‘fulfilment’ citation comes from Jeremiah 31:15, and 
Matthew's readers will not have needed to be told thar this is one of 
the more cheerful passages in Jeremiah, and that it carries the 
promise of consolation. 


Two dreams bring the child safely to Israel and to Nazareth 


When Herod had died, look! The angel of the Lord appears to Joseph in a dream, 
in Egypt, saying, ‘Up you get, take the little child and his mother, and go to the 
land of Israel. For those who were seeking the life of the little child are dead.’ He 
arose and took che litcle child and his mother and entered the land of Israel. 
Hearing that Archelaus was king of Judaea instead of his father Herod, he was 
afraid τὸ go there. He was warned in a dream, and so he went up to the regions of 
Galilee, and he came and settled in a city called Nazareth, that the word spoken 
through the prophets might be fulfilled, that “he shall be called a Nazorean. 


Once more, Joseph shows his obedience to God's word, and chen 
follows the Magi off-stage. For all chis has been about Jesus, clothed 
in the anonymity of the ‘little child’, and abour what God is doing 
in Jesus. God's action is hinted ac in the ‘entry into Israel’, echoing 
that of the people of Israel under Joshua, and more explicitly framed 
in yet another ‘fulfilment-quotation’. [τ is hard τὸ be sure where this 
comes from, buc the text may well be Judges 13:5, referring to the 
coming of Samson. And Samson, of course, died for the people with 
arms outstretched, for the people of Israel, just Itke Jesus. 


The emergence of John the Baptist 


In those days comes John the Baptist, proclaiming in τῆς desert of Judaca and 
saying, Repent — for the kingdom of heaven has come near.’ For he was the one 
spoken of through Isaiah the prophet, who said, 

‘The voice of one who shouts in the desert, 


“Make che Lord’s way ready, make his paths straight.” ’ 
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John himself had clothing made of camel hair, and a leather belt around his waist; 
and his diet was locusts and wild honey. Then there came our to him Jerusalern 
and all Judaea, and che whole area round the Jordan, and they were baptised by 
him in the River Jordan, confessing their sins. 


This is a very sudden turn away from Jesus, whom we have just seen 
safely settled in Nazareth: we are now in quite another part of the 
country, with a very different main character in the narrative; and 
when Jesus appears, he is clearly no longer a little child. John the 
Baptist is an austere figure, with his rough clothing and unattractive 
diet, but we are evidently intended to be on his side, for he proclaims 
the kingdom of heaven. (That phrase, by the way, which we hear 
now for the first time, is Marcthew's preferred form for Mark's 
‘kingdom of God’.) Matthew paints 4 powerful picture of ‘Jerusalem 
and che whole of Judaea and che whole area round the Jordan 
coming out to hear his message. We may recall thac ‘all Jerusalem’ 
was disturbed along wich Herod when the Magi asked their tactless 
question. 

The Isaiah quotation is from 40:3, and it is employed in all four 
Gospels (which is an unusual convergence). 


John’s address to the Pharisees and Sadducees 


When he saw many of the Pharisees and Sadducees coming to his baptism, he said 
to them, ‘Offspring of snakes . . . who suggested to you to flee from the anger chat 
is coming? So produce fruit that looks like repentance, and don't think of saying to 
yourselves, “We have Abraham as our father’. For I’m telling you thac God can 
raise up children for Abraham from these stones. Already che axe is laid to the root 
of the trees. So every tree that doesnt produce good fruit ts cut down and thrown 
into the fire. I’m baptising you people wich water for repentance — but the one 
coming behind me is stronger chan me, and I’m not fit to carry his sandals. He will 
baptise you with the Holy Spirit and with fire. His winnowing-shovel is in his 
hand, and he will purify his threshing-Hoor and gather his grain into the barn, and 
he will burn the chaff with fire that cannot be extinguished.’ 


In this section we meet for the first time some Pharisees and 
Sadducees. They will be seen in a uniformly negative light in 
Matthew's Gospel, and it is of a piece with chis thac the first cime 
they are addressed it is in the unflattering phrase ‘offspring of snakes’. 
They are cold not to rely on their ancestry; there may be a Hebrew 
pun underlying the saying about ‘children from stones’. 

We also learn something about Jesus here: he is ‘stronger’ chan 
John the Baptist, who is not fit to do even a very menial task for 
him; Jesus’ baptism is ‘with the Holy Spirit and with fire’, which in 
Marthew’s view is clearly a notch above John the Baptist’s ‘water for 
repentance. And Jesus is a slightly alarming figure, as the ‘threshing 
metaphor makes clear. 
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Jesus is publicly identified as righteous and as beloved Son of Heaven 


Then Jesus comes from Galilee to the Jordan, to John, in order to be baptised by 
him. John tried to stop him, saying, “I need τὸ be baptised by you — and you are 
coming to me? Jesus answered him, ‘Let [it happen for] now, for it is fitting for us 
to fulfil all righteousness in chis way.’ Then he let him. 

When Jesus had been baptised, he immediately came up out of the water, and 
look! The heavens were opened, and he saw the Spirit of God descending like a 
dove and coming upon him. And look! A voice from heaven saying, ‘This is my 
beloved Son, in whom I am pleased.’ 


We learn rwo things about Jesus here. First, the polite skirmish with 
John the Baptist reveals that Jesus is superior to John, huc that he is 
also concerned to ‘fulfil all righteousness’. We have already seen 
Joseph as a ‘just’ or ‘righteous’ man. In Matthew, this idea of 
righteousness has to do with fulfilling the Law, a marter of 
considerable importance for the evangelist. 

Second, Jesus is publicly afirmed as Son of God (Mark 1:11 had 
made it a purely private revelation: ‘you are my beloved San’), and 
we learn that God is pleased with him, apparently for being 
baptised, or perhaps for all thac Jesus is about to do as the story 
unfolds. 


Jesus is tested by the devil 


Then Jesus was led up into the desert by the Spirit, to be tested by the devil. And 
having fasted for forty days and forty nights he was later hungry. 

And the Tester came and said to him, ‘If you are the Son of Gad, tell these stones 
to turn into bread.’ He answered, ‘le is written: “It is not only by bread that a 
person shall live, bur by every word that comes from the mouth of God.” 

Then the devil rakes him into the Holy Ciry, and sets him on the parapet of the 
Temple and says co him, ‘If you are the Son of God, throw yourself down; for it is 
written, “He gives orders to his angels about you, and on their hands they will raise 
you up, so that you might nor strike your foot on a stone.”’ Jesus said to him, 
Again it is written: “You shall not test the Lord your σου. "ἢ 

Again the devil takes him up to a very high mountain, and shows him all the 
kingdoms of the world and their glory; and he said to him, ‘All chis | shall give you, 
if you fall down and worship me.’ Then Jesus says to him, ‘Away with you, Satan. 
For ut is written: “The Lord your God shall you worship, and him alone shall you 
adore.”’ 

Then the devil left him, and look! Angels came and served him, 


For the first time now we see Jesus in action, in a kind of single 
combar with the enemy. He is not quite alone, however, for we are 
told that the cese takes place under the orders of the Holy Spirit, and 
at the end angels emerge from the shadows and look after him. The 
single combat is clearly won by Jesus, efforclessly matching 
quotations from Deuteronomy (8:3; 6:16; 6:13) to each of the 
Tester’s suggestions; and notice that the devil also quotes Scripture 


(Psalm 91:11, 12). It is a well-crafted story; like all che bese stories it 
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comes in three parts, and circles round the question whether or not 
Jesus is the Son of God. We already know that he is, of course, on 
the best possible evidence, so what we learn here is the kind of Son 
of God that he is: one who does not do selfish magic, who does not 
put God ro the test, and who worships nothing that is not God. 
That word ‘worship’ we have already encountered: it is what the 
Magi did (presumably correctly) for Jesus; on Herod's lips it was 
code for murder. Ic is a word that is frequently used in the Gospel. 
For the moment we need only observe that it is a gesture chat Is to 


be offered only to God. 


Jesus moves from Nazara to Caphernaum-by-the-Sea to start his 
mission 

Hearing that John had been arrested, he went up to the Galilee; and leaving Nazara 
he went and lived in Caphernaum-by-the-Sea, in the regions of Zebulun and 


Naphthali, in order that what was spoken through Isaiah the prophet might be 
fulfilled: 


‘Land of Zebulun and land of Naphthali, way of the sea, 
across the Jordan, Galilee of the Gentiles. 
The people chat sat in darkness saw a greac lighe, 
and to those who sit in the region and shadow of death, 
a light has shone upon them. 


From then on Jesus began to proclaim and to say, “Repent, for the kingdom of 
heaven has drawn near. 


Now ar last we see Jesus actually ac work. He transfers nis head- 
quarters from Nazara (we know it as Nazareth, of course, but that is 
how Matthew spells it here), where Joseph had installed him, to 
Caphernaum, on the Sea of Galilee, and the ‘slogan’ for his mission 
is identical with that of John the Baptist. Once again, Matthew 
produces a fulhlment quacation {Isaiah 9:1, 2}; the paint of it is not 
so much to astonish us with the uncanny fact of prophecies being 
Fulfilled (what is reported is noc in fact all that uncanny), as to 
emphasise the extent to which the same God is operative in Jesus as 
through the prophets. This is presumably why Matthew so often 
speaks of a word being spoken ‘through the prophet. 


Jesus calls two pairs of brothers; his missionary activity summarised 


Walking by the Sea of Galilee he saw rwo brochers, Simon called Peter and Andrew 
his brother, throwing their casting-net into the sea — for they were fishermen. And 
he says to them, ‘Come here, after me, and I'll make you fish for human beings.’ 
They immediately abandoned cheic nets and followed him. And going on from 
there he saw rwo other brothers, James the son of Zebedee and John his brother in 
the boac with Zebedee their father preparing their nets. And he called them. They 
immediately abandoned the boat and their father; and they followed him. 
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And he would go abour in all Galilee, teaching in their synagogues, and 
proclaiming the gospel of the kingdom, and healing every disease and every 
ailment in che people. And his reputation wenc our into the whole of Syria; and 
they brought to him all those who were unwell with different diseases and suffering 
from torments, and those who had demons, and were lunatics and paralysed; and 
he cured them. And many crowds followed him from the Galilee and the 
Decapolis and Jerusalem and Judaea and across the Jordan. 


Matthew is still letting us see for the first ame what Jesus does. The 
episode with the rwo sets of brothers indicates great personal 
magnetism, the immediacy of the call to discipleship, and even a 
sense of humour in Jesus (the joke about ‘fishing for human beings’ 
is surely just that}. The summary, including the perhaps slightly 
hostile reference to ‘sheir synagogues’, indicates that Jesus’ mission 
involves proclamation and healing. It also involves a wide geo- 


graphical spread, and a complete range of diseases. 


The First ‘Discourse’: The Sermon on the Mount (5:1—7:29) 


Having given us a preliminary glimpse of che mission of Jesus, and 
of the enemies of the mission, Matthew now gives us a first 
impression of Jesus’ preaching. In all, the evangelist gives us five 
‘sermons in his Gospel, which enables him co gather together Jesus 
preaching material. ‘This is the kind of ching he used to say’, he is 
telling us, as he offers us a carefully constructed collection of Jesus 


sayings, 


The ‘congratulations’ 
Seeing the crowds, he went up into the mountain; and when he sat down, his 


disciples came to him. And opening his mouth, he began to ceach them, saying: 


‘Congratulations to the poor in spirit — theirs is che kingdom of heaven. 
Congratulations to chose who are mourning — they shall be consoled. 
Congratulations to the gentle — they shall inherit che earth. 
Congratulations to those who are hungry and thirsty for righteousness -- 
they shall be satished. 

Congratulacions to che merciful -- they shall be mercied. 
Congratulations to the pure in heare — they shall see God. 
Coneratulations to those who create peace - 
they shall be called children of God. 

Congrarulations to those who are persecuted because of mghtcousness - 
theirs is che kingdom of heaven. 

Congratulations to you when they reproach you and persecute you and falsely talk 
all kinds of evil against you because of me. Rejoice, and be glad, because your 
reward in heaven is huge. You see, thac’s how they persecuted the prophets 
before you.’ 
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Marthew starts the greatest of his five ‘sermons’ by making sure that 
our attention is focused. Jesus goes up the mountain, apparencly 
because of the crowds. This reminds us of Moses, except that Moses 
went up a mountain to receive the Law, Jesus to give ἃ new Law. 
Then we watch as he adopts the teacher's position (he sat down); 
his disciples join him, and Matthew next offers no less than three 
expressions to indicate that Jesus is talking: ‘he opened his mouth, 
‘he began to teach’, and ‘saying’. So we know that we are privileged 
to hear what was intended mainly for the inner group of ‘Jesus’ 
disciples’. We are not prepared, however, for the shock chat follows, 
this astonishing list of those who are congratulated: the destituce, 
the sad, the meek, chose concerned for justice, the merciful, rhose 
who concentrate exclusively on God, those who refuse to go the road 
of violence, those who are persecuted. At first blush this sounds 
absurd: are Christians supposed co be wimps? But on a second 
reading (try it), there is a profound wisdom in what Jesus offers, 
quite the opposite of the congratulations chat people normally offer 
one another. We should reflect thoughtfully on this. 


Disciples give the world its favour and its illumination 


‘You people are the earth’s sale — bur if salt loses its Havour, how can [the earch] be 
salted? There's no use for it, except ro be thrown out and rrodden down by people. 

‘You people are che world’s light: a city can’t be concealed if it’s placed on top of 
a mountain. They don’t turn on a light and then place it under a measuring-jar' 
They pur it on a lamp-srand, and ir shines for everyone in che house. Lec your light 
shine so brightly before human beings that they see your good deeds and glorify 
your Father — the one in heaven.’ 


As Christians we can get our mission wrong in ΠΟ ways. Either we 
can see our task as Jecturing the rest of the world on their errors; or 
we can think thar no one will listen and keep quietly co ourselves. 
These two striking images, of sale and light, offer a middle way. We 
stil] have co be gentle, merciful peacemakers (so the more arrogant 
of the cwo horns of the dilemma is excluded); hut we have 
nevertheless the important function of adding ‘bite’ and illumina- 
tion τὸ the world (so we can't retreac behind the barricades into a 
false humility). That does not mean that che world is going to be 
impressed by us, however, so Jesus warns us to expect persecution. 
Nor, on the other hand, is there any sign here chat Jesus is con- 
demning the ‘world’: chat's just the way it is. 

Those who think that it’s not respectful to laugh in church ought 
to look again at the joke about the fight being puc under a bucket, 
and also learn the lesson: we have no cause to be shy abourc the 
gospel message. 


What about the Torah? What about righteousness? 


‘Dont think that 1 came to undermine the Torah, or the Prophets. 1 haven't come 
to undermine [chem] but to fulfil chem. For -- Amen I tell you + not a single letter, 


23 


MATTHEW 5 


21-44 


not a single punctuation mark will pass away from the Torah until it all happens. 
The whole of Creation will pass away before that! Anyone who relaxes just one of 
these commandments (even the most insignificant), and who teaches people ta do 
the same, will have the most insignificant stacus in the kingdom of heaven, whereas 
anyone who performs it and teaches it is the ane who will have importance in che 
kingdom of heaven. Because, I'm telling you, unless your righteousness surpasses 
that of the scribes and the Pharisees, no way will you go into the kingdom of 


heaven. 


Jesus is different; and one of the issues for the Church in chat fist 
century was the problem of just how different he was. You can raise 
the problem in the form of a question: does following Jesus mean 
not following the demands of Scriprure (‘Torah’ and ‘Prophets’)? 
Here the answer is a firm ‘no’. However, the answer is presented in 
such a way as co make Jesus’ hearers scratch their heads: because 
they have to have a more generous ‘righteousness’ than that of the 
‘scnbes and Pharisees’! Now we have already met these people, for 
example when John the Baptist compared them to reptiles, so we 
may be starting to form the impression that there will be a gulf of 
some sort becween them and Jesus. Nevertheless, our appropriate 
response τὸ this remark should be a long, low whistle, because for 
Jesus’ hearers the Pharisees would be the benchmark of ‘righteous- 
ness’. So Jesus is telling us that we need to be more virtuous than the 
Pope, or faster chan the current Olympic champion. 


Six ways towards a new and better righteousness 


Ι. 


“You have heard chat τ was said τὸ che ancients: “You shall not kill” [Exodus 
20:13], and whoever kills will be liable to the Judgement. But / tell you that 
everyone who is angry with their brother or sister will be liable to che 
Judgement. Anyone who says “Raka” to his brother or sister will be liable to the 
Sanhedrin. Anyone who says “Foo!” will be liable to che hery Gehenna. 

‘So -- if you are offering your pift at che altar, and ac chat point you remember 
that your brother or sister has something against you, leave the pift there at the 
altar and go: first get reconciled with your brother or sister, and after that come 
and offer your gift. Get on good terms with your opponent in litigation, right 
up τὸ the moment when you are with him on the journey; otherwise your 
opponent may hand you over to the judge, and the judge to the usher, and you 
be thrown into gaol, Amen I cell you, you wont get out of there at all, until you 
tepay the last farthing. 


. ‘You have heard that it was said, “You will nor commir adultery” [Exodus 


20:14]. Bue I'm telling you thar everyone who looks at a woman in order τὸ 
have lustful choughes about her has already committed adultery with her in his 
heart. [f your right eye makes you trip up, cake it out and throw it away from 
you! For it’s more in your interest that one bit of you should be destroyed, than 
that your whole body be thrown into Gehenna. And if your nghe hand causes 
you to crip up, cut it off and throw it away from you. For it’s more in your 
interest that one bit af you should be destroyed, than thac your whole body go 
off into Gehenna. 
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3, ‘It was said, “Anyone who divorces his wife should give her a certificate of 
divorce” [Deuteronomy 24:1-4}. Buc I'm telling you that everyone who divorces 
his wife {except for a matter of fornication} makes her commit adultery; and 
anyone who marries a divorced woman commits adultery. 


4. ‘Again you've heard that it was said to the ancients, “You will not swear” 
[roughly Leviticus 19:12]; and “you will repay your oath co the Lord” [perhaps 
Deuteronomy 23:22, in the Greek version]. But 1 am telling you not to swear 
at all: [don't swear] by heaven, because it’s God’s throne. Nor by the earch, 
because it is the footstool for God's feet. Nor by Jerusalem, because it’s che city 
of che Great King. Nor by the hair of your head, because you cant turn a single 
hair white or black. Lec your response be “Yes” (meaning “Yes’} and “No” 
(meaning “No”). Anything more than this is from the Evil One. 


5. “You've heard ic said: “an eye for an eye’ and “ἃ cooth for a tooth” [Exodus 
21:24]. Buc 1 am celling you: don’t resist τῆς evil person. No — whoever slaps 
you on your right cheek, turn the other cheek τὸ chem also; and whoever wants 
to take you to court and take your tunic, let them have your garment as well. 
And whoever conscripts you to go one Roman mile, go rwo miles with them. 
Give co the person who asks you, and don't turn away the person who wants to 
borrow from you. 


6. “You have heard that it was said, “You will love your neighbour’ [Leviticus 19:18] 
and hate your enemy. Buc I’m telling you: love your enemies, and pray for those 
who persecute you, so that you may become children of your Father in heaven, 
because he makes the sun rise on the evil and the good, and makes the rain fall 
on the just and che unjust. You see — if you love those who love you, what reward 
do you have? Don’ the tax collectors do the same? And if you only greet your 
brothers or sisters, what extra are you doing? Dont the Gentiles do the same? 

‘You are therefore to be perfect as your Heavenly Father is perfect.’ 


We should be startled here not only by the authoritative tone of 
Jesus’ teaching, but also by how strictly he interprets the Torah. He 
takes six sayings from the Pentateuch and notches them up by a 
turn or two. There could be no 5ΙΓΌΠΡΕΙ response CO those (within or 
without Matthew's church) who argue that Christianity involves 
weakening the Law's demands. On the contrary, says Jesus, his disciples 
have to aspire to che same degree of perfection as their Heavenly 
Father. This might cause us τὸ fall choughcfully silent. 

Gehenna is the Valley of che brothers Hinnom in Jerusalem, 
where waste material was ordinarily burne, so it is a metaphor, one 
that we shall meet again. 

Matthew has added ro what he found in Mark (10:2, 4) che idea 
of fornication as an exception to the prohibition against divorce. 
There are three possible meanings: it could imply chat adultery is a 
reason for divorcing one’s spouse; or it could refer, in a standard Old 
Testament metaphor, to idolatry; or it might refer to marriage 
within the forbidden degrees, i.e. incest. 


Ways of being righteous: almsgiving, prayer, fasting 


6''* “Be careful not to do your righteousness in front of people, with a view co being 
seen by them. Orherwise, you don’t get any reward from your Father in heaven. 
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‘So — when you gsve αὖτις, don't have a fanfare blown ahead of you, as fake- 
pictists do, stopping to pray in synagogues and lanes, so as to be glorified by 
people. Amen I tell you — chey have their reward. No, when yow give alms, you: 
leh hand should not know what your right hand is doing, so that you 
almsgiving may be done in secret; and (then) your Father who sees in secret will 
pay you back. 


And when you pray, don't be like the fake-pietists. They have a habit of praying, 
standing up in synagogues and on street corners, so chat people can see chem. 
No, when you pray, go into your private office. shut the door, and pray to your 
Father who is in the secret place. And your Father who sees in secret will pay you 
back. 

“When you pray, dont gabble like the Gentiles; for they think that they'll get a 
hearing because of their verbosiry. Don’t imitate them — for your Father in 
heaven knows what you need before you ask him. So pray like this: 

‘Our Father in heaven, may your name be treated as holy; may your kingdom 
come; may your wil] be done, as in heaven, [so] also on earth. Give to us today 
our bread for the coming day. And let us off our debts, just as we have let off all 
our debtors. And don’t bring us into remptation, but deliver us from the Evil 
One. 

"You see — if you let people off their offences, your Heavenly Father will let you 
off also. Bur, if you don't let people off, your Heavenly Facher will not let you off 
your offences. 


And when you fast, dont be like the fake-pietists: [they get] sad-faced. because 
they dishgure their appearance so as to let people know that they are fasting. 
Amen I tell you, they have their reward. When you fast, anoint your head and 
wash your face, so as not to let people know that you are fasting, only your 
Father, who is in secret: and your Father who sees in secret will pay you back.’ 


Almsgiving, fasting and prayer have always been pillars of Jewish 
devotional life. Clearly Jesus is not questioning their worth, but simply 
drawing attention to God's quict way of operating, and encouraging 
his hearers to do the same. On each of the three issues Jesus operates 
in a way chat we can no longer represenc in English. beoween ‘you 
plural’ and ‘you singular’: this explanation of how to ‘be perfect as 
your Heavenly Father is perfecr’ is for che disciples as a group; but it 
is also directed to each of Jesus’ hearers, each of Macthew’s readers, 
as an individual. 


More moral teaching — some unconnected sayings 


δ +7 2! 


‘Don't treasure up treasures on πῇ, where moth and rust destroy, and where 


burglars break in and steal. Treasure up treasures for yourselves in heaven, where 
neither moth nor rust destroys, and burglars don’t break in and steal. For where 
your treasure is, your heart will also be there. 


‘The eye is the body’s lamp. So if your eye is clear-sighted, your whole body will 


be illuminated. If however your eye is evil, your whole body will be darkened. So if 
the light in you is darkness, what a great darkness it will be! 


‘No one can serve owo lords: for you will either hate one and love the other, or 


you will put up with one and despise the other. You canner serve God and Mammon. 
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‘So I'm telling you: don’t worry about your life, what youre to eat, nor about 
your body, what you're to wear. Isn't life more than diet, and the body more than 
cloching? Look at che birds in the sky: they don't sow, or reap, or gather into barns, 
and vet your Heavenly Father feeds chem. Arent you more important than them? 
Which of you can by worrying add a single cubit to your height? And why do you 
worry about clothing? Learn [from] the wild flowers, how they grow -- they dont 
do hard work, nor do they do any weaving, but I’m telling you that noc even 
Soloman in all his glory was clothed like one of these. Now — if Ged cloches the 
grass of the feld like this, which is here today and thrown into che oven tomorrow, 
will (he not do] ali the more for you, people of lirtle faith? So don’t worry and say 
“Whac are we to eat?” or “Whar are we to drink?” or “What are we to wear?”. You 
see, the Gentiles pursue all these things. Your Heavenly Father knows that you 
need al] these things. No — first seek God's kingdom and his righteousness, and all 
these chings shall be given to you in addition. So — dont worry about tomorrow, 
for tomorrow will worry about itself. Today's hardship is enough for today. 


‘Don't judge, so as not τὸ be judged: for you will be judged by the judgement with 
which you judge; and the measure that you measure out will be che measure that 1s 
measured out to you. Why do you inspect che splinter in your brother's or sister's 
eye, but fail to notice the plank that is in your own eye? Or how come you tell your 
brother or sister, “Just let me get cid of che splinter from your eye’, and look! 
There’s a plank in your own eye? Fake-pietist! First, get rid of che plank from your 
eye, then you'll see clearly enough to get rid of the splinter from your brother or 
sisters eye. 

‘Dont give whar is holy τὸ dogs, and don't throw down your pearls in front of 
pigs; otherwise they'll trample them down with cheir crocters and then curn on you 
and tear you in pieces. 

‘Ask, and it will be given to you; seek, and you will find; knock, and it will be 
opened to you. For everyone who asks receives; and the one who seeks finds; and 
to the one who knocks it will be opened. What human being among you, when 
your child asks for a Joaf of bread, will give them a stone? Or if they ask for a fish, 
will you give them a snake? So — if you who are evil know how co give good gifts to 
your children, how much more will your Father in heaven give good things to 
thase who ask him? 

‘So -- everything that you want people to do for you, you must do just che same 
for them, For this is the Torah and the Prophets. 

‘Encer through the narrow gate; because the gate is broad and the way is spacious 
that leads to destruction; and many are chose who enter through it. How narrow is 
the gate and how conhned the way that leads co life! And how few are they who 
find it. 

‘Watch out for fake prophets, who come to you in sheep's clothing, but inside 
are rapacious wolves. Recognise them from their fruits: do people collect bunches 
of grapes from thorns, or figs from chistles? So any tree that is any good produces 
lovely fruit, while the rotten tree produces evil fruit. A good tree can’t produce evil 
fruit, and a rotten tree can't produce lovely fruic. Any tree thac doesn't produce 
lovely fruit is cut down and thrown into [che] fire. So by their fruits you will know 
them. 

‘Not everyone who says, “Lord, Lord” to me will enter che kingdom of heaven. 
No — [τὸ will be] the one who does the will of my Father in heaven. On chat day 
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many people will tell me, “Lord, Lord, didn't we prophesy in your name? And 
expel demons in your name? And do many miracles in your name?” And I'll tell 
them straight out, “I never knew you — depart from me, you who work 
Lawlessness.” ' 


This can seem like a rather random collection of sayings; and the 
reader may start to wonder if this is a presentation of the key values 
of the Gospel, or just elevated common sense. Go through it 
carefully, however, and you will see thac what makes sense of it all, 
the thread running chrough it, is Jesus’ central perception of Ged as 
a loving Father. There are several possible responses to this 
perception: we can go the whole hog and accept it, as Jesus does, οἱ 
we can half credit it, half fail to believe it. If we do that, we are what 
Matthew regularly calls a ‘person of little faith’ (in Greek odigopése). 
Ac the far extreme are the ‘fake-pietists’ (τῆς word means ‘actors’ and 
is transcribed into English as ‘hypocrites'), who only pretend to 
regard God as their Father. 

The reader may be relieved to spot some jokes in this part of the 
Sermon on the Mounr: the absurd notion of adding to vour height 
by worrying about it, the idea of the lilies of che field working hard 
to get their clothing, the splendidly comical thought of my offering 
to get a tiny splinter our of your eye, when my vision is obscured by 
a huge plank in my own, and the glorious picture of collecting 
bunches of grapes from thorns and figs from thistles, are all 
intended to raise at least a wry grin in us. 

It may help the reader to know that ‘Mammon’ is the Aramaic 
word for wealth or property. Here it is represented as an alternative 
(and dangerously attractive) God; and we have to make our choice. 


Conclusion of the Sermon, with two parables to make us step 
and think 


‘So everyone who hears these words of mine and does them will be like an 
intelligent man, who buile his house on rock. And the rain descended, and the 
rivers came, and the winds blew; and they [all] fell on that house — buc it didn’ fall. 
because it was founded on the rock. And everyone who hears these words of mine 
and fails to do them will be like a foolish man who built his house on sand. And 
the rain descended, and the rivers came, and the winds blew; and they [ail] fell on 
that house, and it fell; and great was its fall.’ 

And it happened when Jesus had completed these words, the crowds were 
amazed at his teaching. For he was teaching them Itke one who had authority, and 
not like their scribes. 


The two parables of the wise and che foolish man (here they are 
unmistakably male -- presumably only men went in for house 
construction in that culture) are meant to conclude the sermon with 
a challenge that we may not cvadc, an image that Jesus peasant 
hearers would have readily grasped. 

The lines immediately following the Sermon will find an 
immediate echo in all Jesus’ subsequent discourses in this Gospel 
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(see 11:1; 13:53; 19:1; 26:1). We can see, having followed Jesus closely 
through the sermon, what Matthew means by speaking of Jesus 
‘teaching like one who had authority. [τ may be interesting, 
however, co observe that Mark (1:27; bur see 1:22) had linked Jesus’ 
authority to his abiliry τὸ expel unclean spirits. In addition, 
Matthew, Mark and Luke all link Jesus authority to his power to 
heal and co forgive sins (Matthew 9:1-8; Mark 2:1-12; Luke 5:17-26). 
So it is nor just a matter of teaching: Jesus ‘walks his calk’, as they 
say nowadays. 

Once again Jesus is set in opposition to ‘their scribes’. We can feel 
the battle lines being drawn. As he comes down the mountain, we 
observe that Jesus has after all been calking to the crowds as much as 
to his disciples. The reader is being asked to decide: Whose side are 
you on: Jesus’ opponents, or the aimless crowds, or the attentive (if 


not terribly bright) disciples? 


A leper is made clean 


As he came down from the mountain, great crowds followed him. And look! A 
leper came up, and worshipped him, saying, ‘Lord, if you want, you can make me 
clean.’ And he stretched out his hand and touched him, saying, 1 do wanr — be 
made clean.’ And immediately his leprosy was made clean. And Jesus says to him, 
‘See that you teli nobody. Instead, go and show yourself co che priest, and make the 
offering that Moses commanded, as evidence for chem.’ 


With this episode we begin two chapters in which Jesus deman- 
strates his auchoricy with a series of healings and controversies. [n 
this first episode we notice the characteristic effortlessness of the 
healing. We may also observe that che leper ‘worships’ Jesus — and 
there is no suggestion thar he has made some kind of mistake. This 
is a further element in Matthew's portrait of Jesus. 


The healing of a centurion’s servant 


As he entered Caphernaum, a centurion came up, asking him, ‘Lord, my servant is 
lying ul, paralysed in the house, dreadfully tormented.” And he says to him, ‘Tl 
come and cure him. The centurion answered, ‘Lord, I am not fic that you should 
come in under my roof. But just say a word, and my servant will be healed. You sec 
| am a man under authority, and 1 have soldiers under me, and | say co this one, 
“Quick march,” and he marches, and to another, “Come,” and he comes, and to 
my slave, “Do this,” and he does it.’ 

Jesus heard this and was astonished; and he said τὸ the people following, Amen ] 
tell you, Ε have not found such faith from anyone in Israel. I’m telling you chat 
many will come from east and west, and will lie down with Abraham, Isaac and 
Jacob in the kingdom of heaven; but the children of the kingdom will be expelled 
into the oucer darkness. In that place there will be weeping and gnashing of teeth. 
And Jesus said to the centurion, ‘Go — let it happen to you in accordance with your 
faith.’ And his servant was healed at that hour. 
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Once again we read of an effortless healing: but at a deeper level we 
may motice once more an implicit question in Matthew about the 
status of Isracl in the new dispensation. Marthew's Gospel is 
sometimes spoken of as ‘the most Jewish and the most anti-Jewish 


of rhe four Gospels’. 


More healings, and a fulfilment citation 


And Jesus came to Peter's house and saw Peter's mother-in-law lying ill with fever: 
and he rouched her hand, and che fever left her, and she arose [or: ‘was raised'] and 
started to serve them. When it grew late, they brought to him many people who 
had demons; he would expel the demons with a word, and he cured all chose who 
were in a bad way, so that what was spoken through Isaiah the prophet might be 
Fulfilled, ‘he has taken our sicknesses and taken away our diseases’. 


Again Jesus heals anything that comes his way. We may notice, 
though, two points regarding his revision of Mark. First, the ‘when 
it prew late’ made sense in Mark 1:32, because it had been a 
Sabbath-day, and they could noc bring their sick until the Sabbath 
was over, but Matthew has broken up Mark's pattern of ‘a typical 
day in the life of Jesus’ chat we find in Mark t:21-34. Second, Mark 
had written (1:34) ‘he healed many . . . and expelled many demons’: 
Matthew has upgraded ‘many’ to ‘all’, presumably because he was 
uncomfortable wich any limitation on Jesus’ abiliry to cure people. 

The quotation is from Isaiah 53:4, the last of the ‘Songs of the 
Suffering Servane’. 


Two would-be disciples (one of them a scribe!) 


Secing the crowd around him, Jesus gave orders to go across to the other side. One 
scribe approached and said to him, ‘Teacher, [ shall follow you wherever you go. 
And Jesus says to him, ‘Foxes have holes and birds of the sky have nests, bue the 
Son of Man does not have anywhere to lay his head.’ 

Another of the disciples says to him, ‘Lord, let me first go off and bury my 
father.’ Bur Jesus says to him, ‘Follow me — and let the dead bury their dead.’ 


The command to go to the other side leads us towards the next two 
episodes, but first Matthew wants us to contemplate the demands of 
discipleship, and he gives us ΓΟ tales of would-be disciples. The 
first, rather surprisingly, given what we have seen of them so far, is a 
scribe. The second is already a disciple, but both of them are given 
rather discouraging responses; in the case of the second one the answer 
is decidedly chilling. The reader ts being invited to consider what 
following Jesus might involve -- it is not a career to be adopted 


lightly. 


Who is this who calms the storm? 


And when he wenr on the boar, his disciples followed him. And look! A great 
storm happened on the sea, so thar the boat was covered by the waves - and he 
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himself was sleeping. And they came and woke him and said, “Lord, save — we are 
perishing!’ And he says to them, ‘Why are you cowards, people of little faith?’ 
Then he arose and scolded che winds and the sea. And chere came a great calm. 
And che people were astonished, saying, “What kind of person is thts, because even 
che winds and the sea obey him?’ 
Any Gospel has to invite the reader to ask the question of who Jesus 
is, and chis episode leaves thar central question hanging in the air. 
We may also detect a fragment of the liturgy of Matthew's church in 
the phrase ‘Lord, save’. The Greek for it is “Kyrie, soson’, echoing 
the more familiar ‘Kyrie, eleison’ (Lord, have mercy’). 
Matthew often uses the phrase (it is a single word in Greek) 
‘people of little faith’: do you have some sympathy with the disciples 


here? 


Two men possessed by demons 


And when he went co the other side, to the land of the Gadarenes, rwo people 
possessed by evil spirits met him, coming out of the combs, very difhcult (cases}, so 
chat no one was able to go by that route. And look! They cried out, saying, “What 
do we have to do with you, Son of God? Have you come here ahead of time to 
torment us?’ Far away from them was a herd of many pigs, feeding. The demons 
begged him, saying, ‘If you're expelling us, send us into the herd of pigs.’ And he 
said to chem, ‘Go’, and they went out and into the pigs. And look! The whole herd 
rushed down che cliff into the sea; and they died in the waters. And the herdsmen 
ran away; and they came to the city and reported everything, including the matter 
of the people possessed by demons. And look! The whole city came out to meet 
Jesus, and when they saw him, chey begged him to go away from their territory. 


Macthew does not so much seéf us who Jesus 15, as show us. On the 
demons’ lips comes the title ‘Son of God’, which we already know 
to be a correct identification. Here we are allowed to watch Jesus 
effortless power over the demons, which had previously rendered 
that particular road impassable. We notice also the reaction of the 
local inhabitants, who instead of welcoming him are anxious to get 
rid of hirn. 

Readers may be interested to compare this version of the story 
with chat in Mark 5:1-17, and see what decails Matthew has not 
decided to include. 


Another healing 


And he went on board a boat and crossed over, and came to his own city. 
And look! They were bringing him a paralytic lying on a bed. And Jesus, seeing 
their faith, said to the paralytic, ‘Have courage, child: your sins are forgiven.’ And 
look! Some of the scribes said to themselves, “This man is blaspheming.’ And Jesus, 
secing their thoughts, said, ‘Why do you think evil things in your hearts? For which 
is easier, to say, Your sins are forgiven” or to say, “Arise and walk”? Bur chat you 
may know that che Son of Man has authoricy on earth to forgive sins (then he says 
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to the paralyuc) “Up you get. lift up your bed, and go to your house.’ And he got 
up and went off to his house! When they saw it, the crowds were afraid, and they 
glorified God, who gave such authority to human beings. 


Again Matthew allows us to see who Jesus is. Mark's version of the 
story (2:1-12) had the splendid couch of the man being lowered 
through τῆς roof, because of the crowds; but for Matthew (who 
tends τὸ include only the details that really seem important to him), 
the point of the story is Jesus’ controversially claimed authoricy to 
forgive sins, 


The calling of Matthew, and Jesus’ undesirable friends 


And passing by from there, Jesus saw a man sitting at the tax desk, called Macchew. 
And he says to him, ‘Follow me.’ And he got up and followed him. 

And it happened as he was lying down τὸ eat in his house, and look! Many tax 
collectors and sinners came co eat with Jesus and his disciples. And when they saw 
it, the Pharisees said to his disciples, ‘Why is ir with tax collectors and sinners that 
your master eats?’ He heard it and said, ‘Jt is not chose who are well who have need 
of a doctor, but chose who are in a bad way. Go and find out what “J want mercy 
and not sacrihce” means. For I didn't come to call che righteous -- no, [I came τὸ 
call] sinners.’ 


The tax collector who is summoned in this way is called Levi in 
Mark and Luke, and it is possible that chis Gospel is ateributed to 
Matthew because his name appears at this point. More important is 
the continuing revelation of who Jesus is: religious people are 
disedified by his choice of friends; but (noc for che first tame in chis 
Gospel) he is not shore of a scriptural quotation to defend his 
policy. ‘I wanr mercy and not sacrifice’ comes from Hosea 6:6. 


Controversy with the disciples of John the Baptist 


Then Johnss disciples came to him saying, ‘Why do we and the Pharisees fast, but 
your disciples don't fast?’ And Jesus said to them, ‘Surely the wedding guests can't 
be sad during the time that the bridegroom is with them, can they? Buc days will 
come when the bridegroom is taken from them; and then they will fase. No one 
puts a patch of unsbrunk cloth on an old garment, for it takes the patch off the 
garment, and the tear pets worse. Nor do they put new wine into old flasks: 
otherwise the flasks break, and the wine pours aut, and the flasks are destrayed. No 
— they puc new wine inco new flasks, and both are preserved.’ 


Now comes another objection to Jesus: he and his disciples do not 
observe the fast-days observed by disciples of John the Baptist and 
by the Pharisees. The point of the story is chat Jesus is the one they 
have been waiting for (at che very beginning of che Gospel we saw 
him as the climax of the history of Israel); and in his presence 
fasting is inappropriate. Bur be will not always be chere- 
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Two women healed 


As he was saying chis to them, look! A ruler came and worshipped him, saying, My 
daughter has just died; but come and lay your hand on her and she will live.’ Jesus 
got up and followed him; and [so did] his disciples. 

And look! A woman with a flow of blood for twelve years came up behind and 
touched the hem of his garment. For she was saying to herself, ‘If only 1 touch his 
garment, I'll be saved.” But Jesus turned and saw her and said, ‘Courage, daughter, 
your faich has saved you.’ And the woman was saved from that hour. 

And Jesus came co the ruler’s house, and seeing the flute players, and the crowd 
making a noise, he said, “Leave the room, for che little girl hasn't died. No — she ts 
sleeping.’ And they laughed at him. But when the crowd had been thrown out, he 
went in and took her hand, and the litcle girl was raised up. And this story went 
out into the whole of thar country. 


Mark has a much longer version of these two stories (see Mark 5:22- 
43), What Matthew shows us here is the absolute conhdence of 
Jesus, and chat of those who approached Jesus in their need; and 
their confidence is justified. 


Two blind people and a dumb one are healed; a concluding summary 


And as he was coming away from there, rwo blind people followed Jesus, shouting 
out and saying, ‘Have mercy on us, Son of David.’ As he was going into the house 
the blind people approached him, and Jesus said to them, ‘Do you believe chat | 
am capable of doing this?’ They say τὸ him, “Yes, Lord.’ Then he touched their 
eyes, saying, ‘Let it happen to you, in accordance with your faith.’ And their eyes 
were opened; and Jesus spoke sternly to them, saying, ‘See that no one knows’; but 
they went out and made him known in the whole of chat country. 

As they were going our, look! They brought him a person who was dumb, 
possessed by a demon. And when the demon had been cast out, the dumb man 
spoke. And the crowds were astonished, saying, Nothing like this ever appeared in 
Israel.’ But che Pharisees were commenting, ‘It is by the ruler of demons that he 
casts our demons.’ 

And Jesus was going round al] che cities and villages teaching in their 
synagogues, and proclaiming the gospel of the kingdom, and curing every disease 
and every ailment. 


These healings and the summary bring co an end the run of cures 
that Matthew has laid before us since the Sermon on the Mount. As 
at the end of the preceding episode, Marchew includes a remark 
abour the story going out ‘in the whole of that country’, to 
underline the impact that Jesus was having. 

Once again, as wich che Gadarene demoniacs, Matthew has a pair 
(of blind men), where Mark had only one. Once again, we may hear 
a fragment of the liturgy of Matthew's church, when the blind men 
say, Have mercy on us’, where the Greek is again ‘eleison’. And 
here, for the first time since the Gospel’s opening verse, Jesus is 
called ‘Son of David’, We shall see this cicle again in Matthew, often 
in a context of healing. 
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Finally we notice chat Matthew here identifies che enemy for us. 
They are cwofold: first the demons, who make people blind and 
dumb and so on, but second those who do nor accept Jesus, here 
named as ‘Pharisees’, who accuse him of being a closet demon. 


The Second ‘Discourse’: Instructions for Mission (9:36—1 1:1) 
A careful introduction 


9 10 Seeing the crowds, he had compassion on them, because they were harassed 
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and helpless, like sheep with no shepherd. Then he says to his disciples, ‘The 
harvest is great, but the workers are few; so ask che Lord of the harvest τὸ send out 
workers into his harvest.’ 


And calling his cwelve disciples, he gave chem authority over unclean spirits, to 
expel chem, and to cure every disease and every sickness. 

These are the names of the twelve apostles: first, Simon called Peter, and Andrew 
his brother, then James the son of Zebedee and John his brother, Philip and 
Bartholomew, Thomas and Matthew (the tax collector), James the son of Alphaeus, 
and Thaddaeus, Simon the Canaanite, and Judas che Iscariot, who also betrayed him. 


As with the Sermon on the Mount, so with this second of the great 
speeches that Matthew threads through his Gospel; the auchor sets 
the scene with some care (and, as we shall see, also provides it with a 
characteristic concluding formula). 

Once again, it starts with the crowds, bur this time more 
attention is given τὸ them, their sense of ‘lost-ness’ (‘like sheep 
without a shepherd’), and Jesus’ compassion for them, which he 
expresses in terms of a sympathetic peasant metaphor, of a harvest 
with nor enough reapers. In response to this need he summons his 
“Twelve, and commissions chem with some of his own powers over 
demons and sickness. Then comes the list of their names, con- 
cluding with ‘Judas the Iscariot, who also betrayed him’, in a 
chilling reminder that not all the labourers in the vineyard could be 
rclied on. The list is the same as that found in Mark, except that 
Matthew has placed Andrew next to his brother, and added ‘the tax 
collector’ next τὸ the name of Matthew. 

Then finally we are allowed τὸ hear the address, which 
concentrates on the difficulties of the job chat faces them. 


The address on the difficulties of discipleship 


These twelve Jesus sent out, when he had given chem instructions: ‘Do not go on 
the road of the Gentiles; and don’t enter a city of the Samaritans. Go instead to the 
last sheep of the house of Israel. As you go, proclaim, “The kingdom of heaven has 
drawn near.” Cure those who are sick, raise the dead, make lepers clean, cast out 
demons. 

"You received for free, give for free. Don't have gold or silver or bronze in your 
wallets; no purse for the journcy, not even a spare tunic or sandals or a staff: for the 
labourer deserves his food. Whatever city or village you enter, find out who in it is 
worthy, and stay chere until you leave. When you enter a house, greet it; and if the 
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house is worthy, let your peace come upon it. Otherwise, let your peace recurn to 
you. And if anyone doesn't receive you, or listen τὸ your words, when you come 
out of that house or city, shake the dust off your feet. Amen, I tell you, it will be 
more tolerable for the land of Sodom and Gomorrah on thar day chan for chat city. 
Look! I am sending you out like sheep in the midst of wolves — so be as intelligent 
as snakes and as simple as doves, 

‘Beware of human beings — they'll hand you over to Sanhedrins, and scourge you 
in their synagogues; you will be taken before governors and kings for my sake, as a 
witness to them and to the Gentiles. Bur when they hand you over, dont worry 
about how or what to say. You see, it is not you who speak, but the Spirit of your 
Father speaking in you. 

‘Brother will hand over brother to death, and a father his child; and children will 
rise up against parents and kill them, and you will be hated by everybody because 
of my name. The one who endures to the end is the one who will be saved. When 
they persecute you in this city, Hee τὸ the nexe. For Amen I tell you, you will not 
complete the cities of Israel before the Son of Man comes. 

‘A disciple is not superior to che teacher, nor a slave to his lord. It is suffictenc for 
the disciple chat he become like his teacher, and the slave like his lord. If they call 
the master of the house “Beelzeboul”, how much more will chey do it co che 
members of his house! So dont be afraid of them; for nothing is hidden char will 
not be revealed, and nothing concealed that will not be made known. What I tell 
you in the darkness, speak in the light; and what you hear with your ear, proclaim 
on top of the houses. And don’t be afraid of those who kill che body, but are unable 
co kill the sou}. No — be more afraid of rhe one who can kill both soul and body in 
Gehenna. Are not two sparrows bought for half a cent? And not one of rhem falls 
to the ground without your Father [᾿ς consenc]. As for you, God has counted all the 
hairs on your head. So don’t be afraid — you are worth more chan any numher of 
sparrows. 

‘So every one of you who declares yourself for me before human beings, [ in my 
curn wil] declare myself for that person before my Fathec in heaven. But whoever 
denies me before human beings, I shall deny chat person before my Farher in 
heaven. 

‘Don't think that | came to bring peace on earth: | didn’t come τὸ bring peace 
but a sword! | came to turn a man against his father and a daughter against her 
mother and a bride against her mother-in-law; and a person's enemies are the 
people of his household. The one who loves father or mother more than me is not 
worthy of me; and the one who loves son or daughter more than me is noc worthy 
of me. And anyone who does not take up their cross and follow after me is not 
worthy of me. The one who finds their life will lose it; and che one who loses their 
life for my sake will find ir. 

‘The one who receives you receives me; and the one who receives me receives the 
one who sent me. The one who receives a prophet because of being a propher will 
receive a prophets reward; and the one who receives a righteous person because of 
being a righteous person will receive a righteous person's reward. And anyone who 
gives a drink to one of these little ones, a cup of cold water, just because they are a 
disciple, Amen I tell you, they will not lose their reward,’ 


This is a formidable exhortation; perhaps one might chink of the 


‘pep talk’ given by a football manager before the most important 
game of the season, Certainly Jesus’ hearers (and Matchew’s readers) 
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are left in no doubt of the enormity of the task thar lies before them. 
They may, however, be charmed by some more of Jesus’ ‘peasane 
images’: lost sheep, the labourer’s food, and the price of two 
sparrows. 

They may well have been puzzled (certainly we grope uncertainly 
for the meaning) by τῆς reference τὸ the peace that returns to its 
giver, and the mention of the ‘one who kills body and soul in 
Gehenna. [5 that God or the devil? But we must not evade the 
challenge of the Gospel. And we should notice that the basic 
mission with which we are entrusted is the simple message of both 
John the Baptist and Jesus: “The kingdom of heaven has drawn 
near. 


Conclusion 


And ic happened when Jesus finished giving instructions to his twelve disciples, he 
went away from there to teach and τὸ proclaim in their cities. 


Matthew used a very similar phrase to conclude che Sermon on the 
Mount; but there it introduced an appraisal of the speech. Here ir 
acts as a springboard for Jesus’ continuing missionary activity. For 
the moment, though, we watch, as ambassadors of a puzzled John 
the Bapcise help us to decide whether or not Jesus is the Coming 
One. 


A strange interlude centred on John the Baptist 


John heard in prison about che deeds of the Messiah, and sent [an enquiry) by way 
of his disciples: ‘Are you the Qne Who Is Coming? Or are we to expect someone 
else? 

Jesus answered them: “Go and cell John whar you see and hear: che blind see 
again, the lame walk, lepers are made clean and the deaf hear; the dead are being 
raised and the destitute are being gospelled. And congratulations to the one who is 
nat scandalised by me.’ 

As they went off, Jesus began to talk to the crowds about John. “Why did you go 
out into the desert? [Was it] to see a reed shaken by the wind? No — what did you 
go out ro see? Someone wearing luxurious clothing? Look! Those with luxurious 
clothes are in kings’ palaces. No — what did you go out to see? A propher? Yes, | tell 
you, and something far better chan a prophet. This is the one of whom tt was 
wricren: 

“Behold I am sending my messenger before my face, 
who will prepare your way before you.” 


‘Amen I tell you, chere bas not arisen among those born of women anyone more 
important than John the Baptist. But che lease in che kingdom of heaven 15 greater 
than he is. Bur from the days of John the Baptist until now the kingdom of heaven 
goes its way violently [or: ‘suffers violence’), and violent people ravage it. For all 
the Prophets and the Torah prophesied up to John the Baptist; and if you want to 
accept it, he is Elijah, che one who is co come. Let those whe have cars listen.’ 
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This is a mysterious passage; but like the one chat follows it clearly 
has to do with receiving Jesus. John the Baptist ts dubious about 
whether Jesus should be accepred as the Coming One, and his disciples 
are sent off wich a set of quotations from Isaiah (26:19; 29:18; 35:5, 
6; 42:7; 42:18; 61:1), the point of which is presumably chat Jesus 
does all the things that Isaiah indicated would happen. John the 
Baptist is given an appropriate Scripture text: but is it Exodus 23:20 
or Malachi 3:1? Decide tor yourself. 

Then Jesus turns to the matter of John the Baptist himself, and 
indicates first how difficult he was to accept; buc nevertheless, like 
Jesus, he spoke Gad’s word. Second, though, John the Baptist ts put 
in his place — he ranks lower in importance than the lowest of Jesus’ 
disciples. The saying abour violence is hard to grasp; bur ac the end 
John’s status is reaffirrned: he is Elijah, who has, as predicted, returned. 

The reader may notice how Matthew has tidied up Mark. In 
Mark 1:2 the quotation from Exodus 23:20 abour the ‘messenger 
before my face’ is muddled in with a line from Isatah 40:3, and 
Matthew does not like muddle, so he left the Isaiah quotation more 
or less where he had found ic in Mark (Matthew 3:3), making it 
clear that it referred to John the Baptist, and has placed the Exodus 
citation here, again in reference to John. 

If che passage seems very obscure to you, then take courage from 
the closing words, which indicate that you are not alone. 


John the Baptist again; still talking about ‘reception’ 


“To what shall I compare this generation? It is like children sitting in market 
squares, calling out to other children, 


hott 


We played the pipe for you — and you didn’t dance! 
We sang a dirge for you — and you didnt mourn!” 


“You see, John came: he didnt eat or drink, and they say, “He's got a demon.” The 
Son of Man came: he both ate and drank, and they say, “Look! A glutton and a 
wine-drinker, a friend of tax collectors and sinners!” And [yet] Wisdom is justified 
by her activities. 


Here once more Matthew brings Jesus and John the Baptist close 
together. Neither is well received by his contemporaries. Like children, 
people want to set the agenda. John the Baptist and Jesus are both 
refused a hearing because either they are uncomfortable to listen τὸ 
or they fai] τὸ conform to the stereotype. 


Jesus on those who failed to receive him 


Then he started uttering reproaches to the cities in which most of his miracles had 
been performed, because they had failed to repent. ‘Alas for you, Chorazin! Alas for 
you, Bethsaida! Because if the miracles that took place in you had taken place in 
‘Tyre and Sidon, they would long ago πᾶνε repented in sackcloth and ashes. But I’m 
telling you: it will be more tolerable for Tyre and Sidon on the Day of Judgement. 
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Caphernaum: you don’t chink you'll be lifted up to heaven, do you? You will go 
down to hell! Because if i¢ had been Sodom where the miracles took place that took 
place in you, the city would have remained until now, But I'm telling you that it 
will be more rolerable for the land of Sodom on Judgement Day than for you.’ 


Ic is possible that one of the problems which Matthew observed in 
his church was that they had lost their enthusiasm; and he may be 
using this passage, which is also found in Luke, as a warning to 
them τὸ receive the message attentively. [τ is certainly a rather 
alarming set of sayings. 

What follows is less alarming, bur scill has to do with che 
appropriate response to the message. 


Privileged receivers of the message 


At that time, Jesus responded, ‘I give you praise, Father, Lord of heaven and earth, 
because you hid these chings from the clever and che intelligent, and revealed them 
to children. Yes, Father, because so was your good pleasure before you. 

‘Everything was handed over to me by my Father, and no one knows the Son 
except the Father; nor does anyone know the Father except the Son and whoever 
the Son wishes to reveal him to. 

‘Come here to me, all you who labour and are burdened, and J shal] give you 
rest. Take my yoke upon yourselves, and learn from me, because [ am gentle, and 
humble in heart; and you will find rest for yourselves. For my yoke is kindly, and 


my burden is light.’ 


This lovely series of sayings is still about the mystery of who can 
recetve the message. The chapter started wich John the Baptist 
missing a step, and wondering if Jesus was, after all, the real ching. 
Then it continued with a reproach τὸ those who should have known 
better, Chorazin, and Caphernaum, which Jesus used as his head- 
quarters. Finally, it is revealed how ‘receiving the message’ actually 
works. Revelation comes from the Father to the Son, and then to 
those who are open to it; and these people are not necessarily che 
most highly educated. They are in particular those whom life 
crushes, who know thar Jesus’ ‘yoke is ᾿ἊΚιπ γ᾽ (the ward will 
actually have sounded like ‘Christ’ in Greek), the people for whom 
God's word is a natural ‘ft’. 


Breaking the Sabbath, and a plan to commit murder 


12''*At that time, on the Sabbath, Jesus journeyed through the grain fields. His 


disciples were hungry, and began to pick ears of grain and eat them. The Pharisees 
saw it and said to him, ‘Look! Your disciples are doing what is not permitted on the 
Sabbath! He said to them, ‘Didn't you read what David did when he and his 
companions were hungry? He went into the House of God, and they started cacing 
the Loaves of Presentation, when it was not permited for him or his companions 
to eat it, but only the priests. Or didn’t you read in the Torah that on the Sabbath-day 
the priests in che Temple profane the Sabbath, and they bear no guilt for ic? I’m 
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telling you, here is [something] greater than the Temple. If you knew what “I want 
mercy and not sacrifice” means, you would not have condemned those who have 
no guilt. For the Son of Man is Lord of the Sabbath.’ 

And he went away from there, and came to their synagogue. And look! A man 
with a withered hand, and they interrogated him, ‘Is it permissible τὸ heal on the 
Sabbath?’ ([This was] in order to [be able to] accuse him.) He said to chem, ‘What 
person is there among you who has a single sheep, and if this sheep falls into a pit 
on the Sabbath-day, will not get hold of the sheep and lift it up? And how much 
more important is a human being than a sheep! So, yes, it ts permissible to do a 
good deed on the Sabbath.’ Then he said to the man, ‘Stretch out your hand’; and 
he stretched it out, and it was restored, just as healthy as che other! 

The Pharisees went out and made a plan against him, to kill him. 


For Matthew it is very importance co see Jesus as observing che 
Torah. So when he is accused of breaking che Sabbath Jesus is able 
to quote Scripture (Hosea 6:6), as easily as he had done in response 
to the testing by the devil in Chapter 4, to make it clear that there 
are good precedents for what his disciples have done: tasks are set 
out in Leviticus 24:8 and Numbers 28:9 for performance by the 
priests precisely on the Sabbath-day. So (the argument runs} the 
Torah itself envisages a breach of the Sabbath; and Jesus is happily 
able to quote the example of David, whom everyone would agree 
was a proper servant of God (see 1 Samuel 21:1-6). 

However, we should notice two more things here. First, Jesus 1s 
different from his opponents in that he is able to heal without any 
dificulcy at all, and in thar he can claim to be ‘Lord of the Sabbath’. 
So Jesus’ opponents are nowhere near the same league. 

Second, Jesus’ easy ΓΙᾺ Πρ now seems to be leading to che death 
at the hands of the religious establishment that Herod had in mind 
for him back in Chapter 2, 

This sets the scene for the controversies with his opponents that 
make up the rest of this chapter. We should not forget chat it is now 
a matter of life and death. Once again, Macthew faces the reader 
with the question: which side are you on? 


Squabbles with Jesus’ religious opponents 


Jesus was aware of [their plot), and went away from there. And many people 
followed him, and he cured them all and he gave them stern warning not to reveal 
him, so chat che [word] spoken through Isaiah the prophet might be fulfilled: 


‘Look! my servant whom I chose, 
my Beloved in whom my soul ts pleased. 
I shall place my Spirit upon him 
and he will announce judgement to the nations. 

He wall not quarrel or brawl, nor will anyone hear his voice in the streets. 
He will not break a crushed reed, nor will he extinguish a smouldering wick 
unul he brings judgement to a vicrorious issue 
and the nations will hope in his name.’ 
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Then someone with a demon was brought to him, blind and dumb. And he cured 
him, so that the dumb man spoke and [could] see. And all the crowds were amazed 
and said, ‘Isn't this the Son of David?’ 

Bur the Pharisees overheard and said. ‘The only way this man expels demons is 
by Beelzeboul, Chief of the Demons.’ 

Jesus knew their ideas, and said to them, ‘Any kingdom that is divided against 
itself is laid waste, and any city or house that is divided against itself will not stand. 
And if Satan expels Satan, he's divided against himself, so how [can] his kingdom 
stand? And if I expel demons by Beelzeboul, how do your children expel them 
Therefore they shall be your judges. But if it is by the Spirit of God chat | expet 
demons, then the kingdom of God has come upon you. How do you think 
sameone can enter the strong mans house and burgle his property unless he first 
ties up the strong man? And then he can really burgle the house. 

Anyone who is not with me 15 against me, and anyone who does nat gather with 
me, scatters. Therefore I'm telling you, every [other] sin and irreverence will be 
forgiven human beings; but irreverence against the Spiric will not be forgiven. And 
if anyone says a word against the Son of Man, it will be forgiven chem, but anyone 
who speaks against the Holy Spiric, it will not be forgiven them cither in this 
present age or in the age to come. You either produce a good tree (and its fruit is 
good) or a rotten tree (and its fruit is rotten); you see, its by its fruit chat a tree is 
known. Offspring of snakes! How can you make good statements when you are 
evil? You sec, the mouth speaks out of the fullness of che heart. A good person 
produces good things from che treasure chese that is good, while an evil person 
produces evil things from the treasure chest char is evil. I'm telling you, on the Day 
of Judgement, people will [have τὸ] give an account of every careless word that they 
utter. For it is by your words that you will be justified, and by your words chat vou 
will be condemned.’ 

Then some of the scribes and Pharisees answered him, ‘Teacher, we want to see a 
sign from you.’ He replied, ‘A wicked and adulterous generation looks for a sign, 
and it will not be given a sign except for the sign of Jonah the prophet. For as 
Jonah was in the belly of the sea-monster foc three days and three nights, so the 
Son of Man will be in the heart of the earth for three days and chree nights. The 
Ninevites will rise up at the Judgement with this generation and condemn it, 
because they repented at Jonah’s preaching, and look! Something more than Jonah 
is here. The Queen of the South will rise up at the Judgement with chis generation 
and condemn it, because she came from the ends of the carth, and look! 
Something more than Solomon is here. 

‘When the unclean spiric goes out of the person, it goes chrough waterless places 
looking for refreshment, and doesn't find it. Then it says, ‘Tl return to my house 
from which I came out’: and it goes and finds it unoccupied, swept and decorated. 
Then it goes and brings with it seven other spirits, more evil than itself, and they 
go in and live there: and chat person's final state is worse chan their first. So ic will 
be for chis evil generation.’ 

While he was still speaking to the crowds, look! His mother and his brothers were 
standing outside, looking τὸ speak to him. Someone said to him, “Look! Your mother 
and your brothers are standing outside looking to speak to you.” He answered the one 
who told him, ‘Who is my mother, and who are my brothers?’ And he stretched 
out his hand over his disciples and said, ‘Look! My mother and my brochers. For 
anyone who does che will of my Father in heaven ésmy brother and sister and mother. 
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The Jesus that Matthew presents τὸ us ts neither easy nor 
comfortable. The quotation with which the passage opens is from 
Isaiah 42:1-4, the first of the “Songs of the Suffering Servane, which 
Jesus seems co have applied to himself. Matthew insists that Jesus 
fulfils Old Testament requirements, so that God must be working in 
him. His opponents take the opposite view, that it is Beelzeboul and 
the powers of evil who are at work. Jesus argues the absurdiry of 
this, and then goes on the offensive. Like John the Baptist before 
him, he calls these opponents by the unpleasant title ‘offspring of 
serpents and insists on the importance of proper testing. The 
request of the opponents for a sign sounds like a concession on their 
part, but Jesus is not in the mood for concessions, and offers them 
‘the sign of Jonah’, interpreted first as the Resurrection and then as 
repentance. The implication is that it is his opponents who are on 
the side of the demons. 

Finally, Jesus’ family incervenes, and our discomfort grows, until 
we realise thar he has redefined what it means to be family: ‘those 
who do the will of the Father’. And that could include us. 


The Third ‘Discourse’: Images of the Kingdom (13:1-53) 
Introduction to the ‘parable-discourse’ 


On that day, Jesus went out of the house and sat by the sea. And great crowds 
gathered to him, with the result that he went on board a boar and sat down; and 
the whole crowd stood on the shore. 


As with the Sermon on the Mount, Matthew pives quite an elaborate 
introduction to the sermon that is about to come, to make sure that 
we are paying artention. We may be scartled to find thar Jesus is 
leaving a house that we had not known he was in, bur it is part of 
the build-up (Matthew is quite often rather casual about what you 
might call ‘continuicy’). Notice chat Jesus mwice takes up the 
posicion of a teacher, first ‘by the sea and then ‘on a boat’, while che 
crowd stands, as behts chose who are disciples. 


The image of the sower; the difficulties of ‘images’ (parables) 


And he spoke many chings to them in images: ‘Look! The sower went out to sow. 
And as he sowed, some fell beside the road, and the birds came and gobbled ic up. 
Other [seed] fel] on rock, where it didn’t have much soil, and immediately tt 
sprang up, because of a lack of depth in che soil; but when the sun rose, it was 
scorched, and because it had no roots, it withered. Other [seed] fell on thorns, and 
the thorns came up and choked it. But other [seed] fell on good soil, and yielded 
fruit: one seed a hundred, one seed sixcy, and one thirty. Let che one who has ears, 
hear.’ 

And his disciples approached and said τὸ him, “Why do you talk to them in 
images?’ He answered, “Because it is granted to you to know τῆς mysteries of the 
kingdom of heaven; but it is not granted to them. For whoever has, it will be given 
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them, and it will overflow. Buc whoever does not have, even what they have will be 
taken away from them. This is the reason that | speak τὸ them in images, that 
although they see, they do ποῖ see; and although they hear they do not hear — nor 
do they understand. And the prophecy of Isaiah is fulfilled in their regard, which 
says, 
“Hearing you will hear, and no way understand 
and seeing you will see and no way perceive. 
For the heart of this people has grown fat 
and with theirc ears they hardly heard 
and they shuc their eyes, lest they should perceive with their eyes 
and hear with cheit ears and understand with their heart 


and lese they turn, and 1 heal them.” 


‘But as for you, happy are your eyes thar they see, and your cars that they hear. For 
Amen I tell you, many prophets and righteous people desired to perceive what you 
see, and never did, and to hear what you hear and never did. 

‘So now you listen τὸ the image of the sower. When anyone hears the message of 
the kingdom and doesnt understand it, the Evil One comes and grabs what has 
been sown in their heart; that person is τῆς one sown beside the road. The one 
sown on the rocky bits, chat's the one who hears the word and immediately accepts 
it with joy, but has no reac in themselves, but they just lase a lice while, and when 
trouble or persecution occur because of the message, they immediately trip up. The 
one sown into thors is the one who hears the message, and the world’s stress and 
the lure of wealch suffocate che message, and it is ineffective. And the one sown on 
good soil, that’s the one who hears the word and understands, who is effective and 


produces in one case a hundred, in another sixty, and in anocher thirty. 


Matthew has already indicated that Jesus is difficult to grasp; he has 
done this partly by showing che starkness of Jesus’ tcaching, and 
partly by indicating how his enemies reacted. This chapter presents 
‘parables’; this first section of it offers a very charming peasant 
image, which requires a bit of thinking abour, and does not really 
carry its own explanation. Then the disciples underline our sense of 
puzzlement, by asking (slightly aggressively?) why he tells stories. 
Jesus’ answer concedes nothing, and more or less says, ‘It's meant to 
be difficult.” Finally, Jesus offers chem an account of the sower story, 
which makes it into a tale about how the Word of God is received. 
The quotation from Isaiah 6:9-10 underlines the difficulty of 
understanding Jesus. 


Some more images: the weeds in the wheat, the grain of mustard, 
and che leaven, with an explanation of the first 


He offered them another image: ‘The kingdom of heaven is compared to a man 
who sowed good seed in his field, but while people slept, his enemy came and 
sowed weeds in the middle of the wheat and went off. But when the grain sproured 
and produced ears, the weeds also appeared at that me. The househalder's slaves 
came and told him, “Lord, didn’t you sow che right seed in your field? So how 
come it has weeds?” He said to chem, “Some enemy has done this.” The slaves said 
to him, “So do you want us to go and collect [the wereds]?” He said, “No, in case 
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when you collect the weeds you uproot the wheat along with them. Lec them both 
grow together until the harvest, and at harvest-time, I'll cell the harvesters, “First 
collect the weeds and te them up in bundles to burn them, [then} gather the 
wheat into my barn." ' 

He offered them another image: ‘The kingdom of heaven is like a grain of 
mustard, which someone took and sowed in chefr field. It is the smallest of all rhe 
seeds; but when it grows it is bigger than the vegetables and becomes a shrub, so 
thac che birds of the air come and roost in its branches.’ 

He uttered another image to them: ‘The kingdom of heaven is like leaven which 
a woman took and hid in three measures of Hour, until the whole Jot was leavened.’ 

Jesus said all chese things to the crowds in images, and he said nothing to them 
except with an image, so that the [word] spoken through the prophet might be 
fulfilled: 

Ἵ shal] open my mouth in images; 
I shall utter things hidden from the foundation of the world.’ 


Then he left the crowds and went to che house. And his disciples approached him, 
saying, ‘Explain the image of the weeds in the field for us.’ He answered, ‘The one 
who sows the good seed is the Son of Man. The held is the world, and the good 
seeds are the children of the kingdom. The weeds are the children of the Evil One. 
The enemy who sows them is the devil; the harvest is the end of the present age, 
and the harvesters are angels. Hence, just as the weeds are collected and burne in 
the bonfire, so it will be at the end of the age. The Son of Man will send his angels, 
and they will collect out of his kingdom all the things that make people stumble, 
and all those who work against the Torah, and they'll throw them into the fiery 
furnace. There will be weeping and gnashing of teeth there. Then che righteous 
shall shine out like che sun in the kingdom of their Father. Those who have ears, let 
them listen. 


Sull Marthew lets us see just how difficult Jesus’ teaching is, and chis 
is emphasised by the quotation from Psalm 78:2. The story of the 
weeds in the wheat and its explanation cogether act as a frame to 
two rather encouraging pictures, that of the tiny seed that prows 
into a big shrub, and chat of the yeast that has its unseen but 
powerful effect. [In this image, God is rather daringly compared τὸ ἃ 
baker-woman. OF these images it is better not to say too much: 
imagination is a more appropriate tool here than microscope or 
scissors-and-paste. 


Three images to conclude: hidden treasure, a valuable pearl, 
the fishing-net 


‘The kingdom of heaven is like a creasure hidden in the field, which a person 
discovers; he hides it, and in his joy goes off and sells everything he possesses and 
buys char feld. 

‘Or again the kingdom of heaven ts like a dealer who's looking out for good- 
qualicy pearls. When he found a single really valuable one, he went off and sold 
everything he possessed, and bought ic. 

‘Or again the kingdom of heaven ts like a Ashing-net thrown into the sea; it 
brings every kind {of fish] together. When it was full, they brought it co the shore, 
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and they sac down and collected the good qualicy fish into containers, and the fish 
thar was no good they threw our. That's how ie will be at che end of che age. The 
angels will come and will separate the evil from che middle of the righteous, and 
they'll throw chem into the fery furnace. There will be weeping chere, and 
gnashing of teeth.’ 


Once again, Jesus (and Matthew) offers no explanation for these 
three images, but lets chem hang in the aus, to do their work on us. 
Sit with the scones rather than analyse them, and notice only that 
they are quite challenging. Consider the possibiliry chat Matthew's 
congregation had lose its first enthusiasm and needed a sharp 
reminder. 


The conclusion of the ‘image’ discourse 


31-33 “Have you understood all these things?” They tell him, “Yes.” He said to them, 
‘Because of this, every scribe who is discipled to the kingdom of heaven is ἧκε a 
householder, of the kind who brings new things and old things out of his safe. 


And when Jesus had completed these stories, he moved away from there. 


Jesus puts a rather schoolmasterly question to his disciples, and they 
can only give a schoolboy answer: what else do you say but ‘Yes’? 
Then Jesus produces a final image, and some people suggest rhat 
Marchew here offers his own mission-statement, as a ‘scribe discipled 
ta the kingdom of heaven’. Marthew is aware of the novelry that 
Jesus represents, and at the same time sees the importance of 
asserting Jesus continuicy with the Torah of God. 


An unsatisfactory visit to home territory 

4-58 And coming into his home territory, he started teaching them in their synagogue, 
so that chey were astonished, and said, “Where did this man get this wisdom and 
these miracles? Isnt this the son of the builder? Isnt his mother called Mary, and 
his brothers Jacob and Joseph and Simon and Judas? And aren't all his sisters here 
with us? So where did he ger all this?” And they took offence because of him. Jesus 
told them, ‘A prophet is honoured everywhere except in his home territory and in 
his household.’ And because of their lack of faich, he didn't do many miracles there. 


Once again Matthew reminds us of the difficulcy of understanding 
Jesus. Notice the distance that he creates by speaking of ‘therr 
synagogue’; but there is another kind of distance, coo, that comes 
from knowing Jesus too well — he is the ‘local man’, and therefore 
not to be taken seriously. Sec how Matthew is slowly putting a 
portrait together. 


Herod and John the Baptist 


14°"? Ac chat ime, Herod the tetrarch heard of Jesus’ reputation, and said to his servants, 
‘This is John che Baptist. He's been raised from the dead, and that’s why these 
miracles are working in him.’ 
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You see, Herod had arrested him and chained him up and put him away in 
prison, on account of Herodias, the wife of his brother Philip. For John had been 
telling him, ‘It’s not allowed for you to have her.’ And although he wanted to kill 
him, he was aftaid of the crowd, because they regarded him as a prophet. But when 
Herod's birthday came, Herodias’ daughter danced for him, out in che middle. 
And she pleased Herod; and so he swore an oath to give her whatever she should 
ask for. Egged on by her mother, she says, ‘Give me, here on a dish, the head of 
John the Baptist.’ And alchough Herod was dismayed, because of his oach, and 
because of those who were dining with him, he ordered it to be given her, and he 
sent and decapitated John in prison. And his head was brought on a dish, and 
given co the little girl; and she brought ic to her mother. And his disciples came and 
took the body, and buried it, and went and told Jesus. 


In this story, Matthew brings cogether Herod and John the Baptist, 
cwo characters who fill out his portrait of Jesus by way of contrast or 
counterpoint. John che Baptist has already appeared at the ume of 
Jesus’ baptism (Chapter 3), where his subordinate status was 
established, as it was also in Chapter 11. He will be mentioned twice 
more in the Gospel, once (16:14) as a possible clue to the mystery 
of Jesus, and once as Elijah Returned (17:13). This Herod is not the 
same as the King Herod who tried to kill Jesus in Chapter 2; chat 
was the tetrarch’s father. Buc for Macthew’s purpose they are 
virtually the same, at least as far as behaviour is concerned. Herod's 
behaviour is exactly the opposite of what Jesus does. We may also 
compare the ‘litle girl’ here wich che last ‘little girl’ we saw, the one 
whom Jesus cured back in Chapter 9. The chillingly murderous 
behaviour that this little girl and her mother display puts her in 
quite a different category. 


The feeding of more than five thousand people 


When Jesus heard this, he retreated from there in a boat, to a deserted place, 
privately. And when the crowds heard, they followed him on foot from the cities. 
And he went out and saw a preat crowd, and he had compassion on them; and he 
cured their sick. When it grew late, his disciples approached him, saying, “This is a 
deserted place, and the time is already past. Let the crowds go, so that they can go 
into the villages and buy food for themselves.’ Jesus said to them, “They have no 
need to po away: yex give them something to eat.’ They said to him, ‘But we have 
nothing here but five loaves and cwo fish’. He said, ‘Bring them to me here.’ He 
ordered the crowds τὸ lic down on the prass, took the five loaves and the two fish, 
looked up to heaven and blessed and broke and gave the bread to his disciples, and 
the disciples τὸ the crowds. And chey all ate and were satished, and they cook up 
what was left over, cwelve full baskets of fragments. Those who ate were about five 
thousand men, plus women and children. 


This charming story fills in further details in the portrait of Jesus. 
This ime we see him cope effortlessly with the needs of those around 
him. As in the previous story, we learn who Jesus is by way of a 
contrast. On this occasion the contrase is with ‘the disciples’, who, 
under the guise of practical attention to detail, reveal an ungenerous 
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spiri¢ that is quite foreign to Jesus. He chrows che bail back at chem. 
inviting chem to feed the crowd. Hastily they pass it straight back to 
him; and che nexc thing is thac they actually do feed the crowd! And 
it seems che most natural ching in che world that they collect up 
such an immense quantity of leftovers. Matthew portrays Jesus by 
understatement and pointing, rather than with banner headlines. 
Note the echo of the “Beaticudes’ in Chapter 5: ‘satisfied’ is what 


was promised to those who hunger and thirst for righteousness. 


Jesus the ghost; Jesus as Son of Man 


And immediately he compelled the disciples to go on board the boat and to go 
ahead of him to the other side, while he sent the crowds away. And when he had 
sent the crowds away, he went up privately to the mounwin τὸ pray. When it grew 
late he was there alone. The boat was now a good many furlongs away from the 
land, buffeted by the waves, because the wind was in the wrong direction. In the 
fourth watch of the night, he came co chem, walking on the sea! When che disciples 
saw him walking on the sea, they were disturbed, saying, ‘It's a ghost, and they 
cried out in their fear. Immediately he spoke to chem and said, ‘Courage, it is 1. 
Don't be afraid.” Peter answered him, ‘Lord, if it's you, order me to come to you on 
the water. He said, ‘Came. And getting out of the boar, Peter walked on che water 
and came to Jesus! But seeing the wind, he was afraid, and as he was beginning to 
go under, he cried out, saying, ‘Lord, save me. Immediately Jesus stretched out his 
hand and says to him, “You man of little faith -- why did you hesitate?” And when 
they got inro the boar, the wind dropped. Those in the boat worshipped him, 
saying, ‘Truly, you are the Son of God.’ 


Again Matthew reveals Jesus by indirection rather than by positive 
statements. Jesus gives the orders, copes with the crowds, daringly 
goes alone up into the mountains to pray. However, it seerns that he 
keeps an eye on the struggling disciples (is there anything they can 
be trusted τὸ get right?), and so he comes to them in their need. 
Everything he does in this story is calm and unruffled, and the 
oddest feats are performed without his cucning a hair. Concrast that 
with che exploits of the disciples, who go from terror (it's a ghost!) 
to worship (‘truly you are the Son of God’), and with Peter, who 
goes from foolish bravery (order me to come to you on the water) 
to abject helplessness (‘Lord, save me’ may be another fragment 
from the liturgy of Matthew's church). Once again we hear the 
phrase ‘of little faith’ contrasted with ‘worship’, which is for 
Marthew the correct response to Jesus. 


A summary description of Jesus’ healing work 

And when they had crossed over, they came τὸ the land of Gennesaret. And the 
men of that place recognised him and they sent τὸ che whole of that neighbour- 
hood, and chey brought ro him all chose who were unwell; and chey were begging 
him chat chey might just touch che hem of his cloak, and whoever couched [it] 
were safely broughe through [their danger]. 
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Again Matthew stresses the effortlessness of Jesus’ healings, quite 
unlike the dizzy dancing of an ordinary medicine man. It happens 
almost without anyone noticing. 


Jesus uncomfortably contrasted with scribes and Pharisees, disciples, 
and Peter 


15'°° Then from Jerusalem there came Pharisees and scribes to Jesus, saying, “Why do 
your disciples transgress the traditions of the elders? They dont wash cheir hands 
when they eat.’ 

He answered them, ‘And what about you? Why do you cransgress God's 
command because of your traditions? For God said, “Honour [your] father and 
[vour] mother,” and “Anyone who speaks ill of father or mother, let them die the 
death.” Whereas you people say, “Anyone who tells father or mother, “Whatever 
you should have had from me is a pift [τὸ God]’ shall not [have το] honour his 
father.” And vou have abrogated God’s word because of your own tradition. Fake- 
pietists! Isaiah was correct in prophesying about you, “This people honours me 
with their lips, but cheir heart is far from me. Ic is in vain that chey honour me, 
teaching teachings {that are the] commandments of human beings.” ' 

And he summoned the crowd and said to chem, ‘Hear and understand. It is nor 
what goes into the mouth that defles the person, but what comes out of the 
mouth — rhatis what defies che person.’ 

Then the disciples approach and tell him, ‘Do you know that the Pharisees were 
scandalised when they heard what you said?’ He replied, “Every plant which my 
Heavenly Father has nor planred will be uprooted. Ignore them — chey are blind 
guides, and if a blind man guides [another] blind man, they'll both fall into a pit!’ 

Peter replied and said to him, ‘Explain chis simile to us.’ He said, Are you people 
still so unineelligenct? Dont you realise that everything that enters the mouth goes 
down into the stomach and is evacuated into the lacrine? Whereas what comes out 
of the mouth comes from the heart, and those are the things that defile a person. 
You see, it is from the heart chat evil thoughts come, murder, adultery, fornication, 
theh, perjury and blasphemy. These are the chings that defile a person; eating with 
unwashed hands isn’t what dehles a person.’ 


Matthew's portrait of Jesus gets sharper. The Pharisees have a point 
— it is good to have the ritual washing before a meal, as it stands for 
a reminder of what we are about, but we must not lose sight of the 
central ching, namely the will of God. The disciples are 
uncomfortable with Jesus’ wholesale dismissal of the Pharisees, buc 
he does not retreat an inch, and makes his rather dark joke about 
‘blind guides’; and Peter’s well-meant intervention gets very short 
shrift. Macthew is warning us not to expect a tame and domesti- 
cated Jesus, who leaves us with our comfortable assumptions all 
intact. See how adroicly Macchew’'s Jesus marshals his quotations, 
from Exodus 20:12; Leviticus 20:9; and Isaiah 29:13, to answer his 
enemies. They are shown up as not being sufficiently serious about 


God. 
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The persistent foreigner (a woman!) defeats the disciples 


When Jesus went out from there, he retreated to the district of Tyre and Sidon. 
And look’ A Canaanite woman from that region came out, yelling, ‘Have mercy on 
me, Lord, Son of David. My daughter is badly possessed by demons.’ 

But he didn’t answer her a word; and his disciples approached him and started 
asking him, ‘Get rid of her -- she's yelling after us.’ 

Buc he replied, “I was only sent to the lost sheep of the house of Israel.’ 

She, however, came and worshipped him and said, ‘Lord, help me.’ 

He replied, ‘Ie’s not proper to take the children’s food and throw it to dogs. 

But she said, “Yes, Lord -- but even dogs eat from che crumbs that fall from their 
lords’ rable!’ 

Then Jesus answered her, ‘Woman — your faith is great. Let ic be done to you as 
you wish,’ 

And her daughter was healed from thar hour! 


This is a lovely story, and the woman, the only person in the 
Synoptic Gospels to make Jesus change his mind, is clearly the hero 
of it. The disciples are at rheir ungracious worst, and the reader 
experiences some unease with Jesus’ initial silence (though we might 
read that as his waiting to see what will happen) and with his very 
sharp remark about ‘dogs’ {‘bitches’, ‘lapdogs’ or ‘puppies’ would be 
different possible ways of taking it, each with a different tone). 
Whereas she gets everything right. She addresses Jesus as ‘Lord and 
Son of Dayid’; she has a huge cross to carry; no one wants to know 
her; she makes the very simple prayer, ‘Lord help me’; and, finally, 
she turns Jesus’ discouraging (even rude} remark with considerable 
wit. Jesus is enormously impressed with her, and in granting her 
request uses a phrase that the alect reader will recognise as coming 
from Matthews version of the Lord’s Prayer (‘May your will be 
done’). 
Once again, the healing itself is eHorcless and understated. 


Jesus and the crowds 


And Jesus went away from there and came beside the Sea of Galilee, and he went 
up the mountain and sat there. And large crowds came to him; they had many 
lame people with them, and blind and crippled and dumb, and many others. And 
they put chem down at his feet and he healed them, with the result that the crowd 
was astonished at seeing the dumb speak. the crippled [made] healthy, che lame 
walking, and the blind seeing. And they glorified the God of Israel. 

Jesus summoned his disciples and said, ‘I'm feeling sorry for the crowd; it’s three 
days already that they've been staying with me, and having nothing to eat. And | 
don’t want to dismiss chem without eating, or they might get weary on the journcy. 

And the disciples say to him, ‘Where in the desert can we get enough loaves to 
satisfy a crowd like this?’ 

And Jesus says to them, ‘How many loaves have you got?’ 

They said, ‘Seven - and a few little fish.’ 

And he instructed the crowd τὸ lie on the ground, chen took che seven loaves and 
the fish, and gave thanks and broke, and gave τὸ τῆς disciples, and che disciples 
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[gave it] to the crowds. And they all ate and were satished; and what remained of 
the fragments they took up: seven full baskets! 
Those who ate were four thousand men, plus women and children. 
He dismissed the crowds, went on board the boat, and came to the district of 
Magadan. 
The portrait of Jesus deepens and sharpens. Not for the firse time in 
this Gospel he comes to ‘the mountain, this cime to teach rather 
than to pray, it seems. Included in his teaching, however, is his care 
for them: those in need of healing are healed, and their hunger (and, 
ic must be said, devotion) arouses his compassion. The disciples 
(like other characters whom we have seen already in the Gospel) act 
as a kind of counterpoint to chis, with their severely practical 
objections. The crowds do rather better, for ‘they glorihed the God 
of [srael’. And Jesus himself? He is quite unimpressed with his own 
miraculous powers, and simply moves on to the next place, which is 
Magadan (but you wont find it on any map of the Holy Land). 


Jesus contrasted with a) Pharisees and Sadducees and b) disciples 


16 '"2 And the Pharisees and Sadducees approached and asked him a trick question: [they 
wanted him} ‘to show them a sign trom heaven’. 

He answered, “When it's evening, you say, “Good weather, because the sky is 
red,” and in the morning, “Storm today, because che sky is a gloomy red.” You 
know how to discern the appearance of the sky — but you can't discern the signs of 
the times! An evil and adulterous generation looks for a sign, and the only sign 
given it will be the sign of Jonah.’ And he left chem and went off. 

The disciples came to the other side; and they had forgotten co bring loaves of 
bread. Jesus said, See that you beware of the leaven of the Pharisees and 
Sadducees.’ And [the disciples] discussed among themselves, ‘[It's] because we 
didn't bring loaves of bread’. Jesus was well aware [of this], and said, ‘Why, people 
of little faith, are you discussing among yourselves “because you haven't got loaves 
of bread”? Have you still not grasped it? Don't you remember the five loaves for the 
five thousand, and how many basketfuls you took? And the seven loaves for the 
four thousand, and how many baskets you took? How come you dont realise thar | 
wasnt talking to you about loaves of bread? Beware of the Jeaven of the Pharisees 
and Sadducees.’ 

Then they got it: he wasn’t telling them to beware of the leaven [for making] 
bread, but che teaching of the Pharisees and Sadducees. 


The religious authorities get it wrong here by asking for a sign, 
when clearly they should already have seen the ‘signs of the times’ in 
what Jesus has been doing. So Jesus’ dismissive comment (and 
abrupt departure) is sufficient comment on chem, And the disciples 
are not much better, havent a clue what Jesus is on about, and can 
only imagine that they have committed a blunder by failing to 
organise the picnic. Jesus is always just beyond people’s prasp. 
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Who is Jesus? What are his disciples to be like? 


When Jesus came into the area of Caesarea Philippi, he asked his disciples, “Who 
do people say che Son of Man is?’ 

They said, ‘Some [say] John the Baptist, others Elijah, and others Jeremiah or 
one of the prophets.’ 

He says to them, ‘What about yore Who do you say | am?’ 

Simon Peter answered, ‘You are the Messiah, the Son of the Living Ged.’ 

Jesus answered, ‘Congratulations to you, Simon bar Jonah, because [it was] not 
Aesh and blood thar revealed [chis} τὸ you; no — it was my Father in heaven. And 
ἔπι telling you: you are Rock, and on this Rock 1 shall build my Church and the 
gates of hell shall not triumph over it. I'll give you the keys of the kingdom of 
heaven, so chat whatever you bind on earth shall be bound in heaven, and 
whatever you loose on earth shall be loosed in heaven.’ 

Then he instructed the disciples to cell no one that he was the Messiah. 

From that moment on, Jesus started to show his disciples that he had to go to 
Jerusalem, and suffer many chings at the hands of elders and chief priests and 
scribes, and be killed. and on che third day be raised. And Peter collared him, and 
started rebuking him, saying, ‘God forbid. Lord. This will certainly not happen to 
you! 

And he turned and said to Peter, ‘Get behind me, Satan. Youre a scandal τὸ me; 
[now] youre not thinking God-thoughts, but human thoughts. 

Then Jesus said τὸ his disciples, ‘If anyone wants to come after me, let them deny 
themselves and take up their cross and follow me. For anyone who wants to save 
their life will lose it; and anyone who loses cheir life for my sake will discover ic. 
You see, how does it help a person if chey gain the whole world, and suffer the loss 
of their life? Or what can a person give in return for his or her own life? For the 
Son of Man is going to come in the glory of his Father, wich his angels: and chen he 
will repay each person in accordance with what they have done. Amen I teil you, 
there are some of those standing here who will not caste death before they see che 
Son of Man coming in his kingdom. 


This time, it is Jesus who takes τῆς initiative; he asks for popular 
estimates of his significance, and then sharpens the focus, so thar 
the disciples (and the reader) cannot avoid making a decision, In the 
name of all of us Simon bar Jonah gets it spectacularly right, and 
gets the nickname ‘Rock’ or ‘Peter’. Then, however, without 
changing gear, he gets it equally wrong. For when Jesus explains thar 
he is a Messiah who will die, Simon will have none of it. In a 
terrible moment, Simon turns from being congratulated to being 
addressed, chillingly, as ‘Satan’; his nickname of ‘Rock becomes 
instead a ‘stone for stumbling over’ (scandal); and the one who had 
been given a revelation from God, not Aesh or blood, is now 
‘thinking human thoughts’ instead of ‘God-thoughes’. 

We observe the mystery of the Church, char Jesus makes his 
promise to che fallible and fearful, sinful and corrupt. So if the Church 
prevails, chat has nothing to do wich its personnel, and cverything 
to do with the fidelity of God. The Church can get it spectacularly 
wrong, as Simon docs here, and disciples must learn in every 
generation to follow in Jesus’ way, as Jesus proceeds to explain. 


30 


RIATTHEW 17 


One clemenc of Marcthew's portrait of Jesus that appears here for 
the first time is chart ‘the Son of Man will come in the glory of his 
Father, with his angels’, and (quoting Psalm 62:13, where it refers τὸ 
God) ‘repay each person in accordance with what they have done. 
Here, language is being applied co Jesus chat believers have hitherto 
used only of God. : 


Jesus is identified as Son of God 


17" And after six days, Jesus takes Peter and James and John his brocher, and leads 
them privately up a high mountain. And he was transformed in cheir presence; his 
face shone like the sun, and his clothes became white as light. And look! Moses 
appeared, and Elijah: and they were chatting with him. 

Peter's response was co say to Jesus, ‘Lord, it’s good for us to be here. If you want, 
I'll make three tents here: one for you, one for Moses, and one for Elijah.’ 

While he was still speaking, look! A bright cloud overshadowed them; and look! 
A voice from the cloud, saying, ‘This is my Son, the Beloved, in whom | am well 
pleased. Lisren to him.’ And when the disciples heard, they fell on their faces and 
were very afraid. And Jesus approached and rouched them and said, ‘Up you ger -- 
and don't be afraid.’ They lifted up their eyes; and they saw nobody, except only for 
Jesus himself. And as they were going down che mountain, Jesus gave them 
instructions, ‘Don't tell anyone what you have seen until the Son of Man is risen 
from the dead.’ 

And the disciples asked him, ‘So why do the scribes say chat Elijah must come 
firse? 

He answered, ‘Indeed, Elijah is coming, and will restore everything. Bur I’m 
telling you: Elijah has already come, and they didnt recognise him. No — they did 
what they wanted with him. So also the Son of Man is about to suffer at their 
hands.’ 

Then the disciples realised thar hed been speaking to them about John the 
Baptist. 


Not for the frst time, Matthew here takes SOIT trouble [QO ser the 
scene. He has Jesus take his ‘inner cabinet’, Peter and the two sons 
of Zebedee; then they go up a mountain (which we have already 
seen to be a significant location for Matthew), and ic is ‘private. So 
we are not in the realm here of instructions to the ‘crowds’, nor even 
to ‘the disciples’. This is going to be special, we surmise. This indeed 
turns out to be the case: first Jesus is remarkably transformed 
(presumably giving us a glimpse of the cruth abouc him). Second, he 
is presented as at least the equal of Moses (the Torah) and Elijah (the 
Prophets). Third, the cloud and the voice assert Jesus’ Sonship in 
unmistakable terms, and on the best possible authoriry. Finally, we 
learn that all chis will only make sense in the light of the Resur- 
rection. 

Notice also that the reaction of the disciples is fairly inept: Peter 
wants to build a camping sice, and all of them are seen scratching 


their heads about Elijah and John che Baptist. 
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A healing that the disciples couldn’t perform 


And when they came τὸ the crowd, a man approached, knelt before him, and said, 
‘Lord, have mercy on my son, because he has epilepsy, and suffers dreadfully; he 
often falls into the fire, and often into the water. And 1 brought him to your 
disciples, and chey were unable τὸ cure him.’ 

Jesus replied, ‘Unbelieving and perverse generation — how long shall | be with 
you? How long shall ] puc up with you? Bring him to me.’ And Jesus rebuked him, 
and the demon left him, and the boy was cured from that hour. 

Then τῆς disciples came privately to Jesus and said, ‘What was the reason that 
we couldnt throw ic out?’ He said to them, ‘Because of your lack-of-faith. For 
Amen [ tell you, if you have faith like a grain of mustard, you'll say τὸ this 
mountain, “Move from here τὸ there” — and it will move. And nothing will be 
impossible to you.’ 


Once again, Jesus is set in contrast with two sets of people, the 
harassed father of the child, and the disciples, The father pets a good 
deal right: he makes an appropriate gesture; he says ‘Kyrie, eleison’; 
he shows absolute conhdence in Jesus. He is apparently rebuked (or 
is ix the disciples?) for being part of an ‘unbelieving and perverse 
generation, but he gets what he was after. The disciples, chough, as 
so often in Matthew, are getting ‘private’ instruction (see Chapter 
10, and 13:10-23, 36-53; 17:1; 20:17; 24:3), and ger a great deal 
wrong. First, they are unable τὸ cure the boy; chen they cannot 
understand their failure, which Jesus attributes to their edigopistia, 
or ‘having-lictle-faith’. Against those cwo backgrounds, Jesus stands 
out as the one who knows exactly what ts going on, and who heals 
without breaking sweat. 


Second prediction of Jesus’ passion — and of his Resurrection 


As they were crowding round in Galilee, Jesus said τὸ them, “The Son of Man is 
going to be handed over into the hands of people, and they'll kill him. And on the 
third day he will be raised.’ And they were greatly saddened. 


This second passion prediction is muted in comparison with what 
Marthew had found in Mark (see Mark 9:30-32). Mark had placed 
at this point the disciples’ question, “Who is important in the kingdom 
of heaven?’, which he clearly saw as a failure on their part. By 
moving that question into Chapter 18, Matthew has changed their 
reaction to one of sadness, which gives a rather different ‘feel’. 


The two-drachma piece (the Temple tax) 


As they came into Caphernaum, the people who collect the cwo-drachma [tax] 
approached Peter and said, ‘Doesn't your teacher pay the rwo-drachma [tax]?’ He 
said, ‘Yes’; and when he went into the house, before [he could say a word] Jesus was 
there first: “What do you chink, Simon? From whom do the world’s monarchs 
exact tax or duty? From their sons or from others?” When he said, ‘From others’, 
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Jesus said to him, ‘So the sons are free; but so chat we don’t scandalise chem, go to 
the sea, cast a fish-hook, take up the firsc fish co rise, open its mouth, and youll 
find a four-drachma cain. Take that and give it to chem for me and you.’ 


This strange little rale is found only in Macthew. Once again it 
depicts Jesus by way of contrast to avo sets of people. The fist set is 
the collectors of the half-shekel] tax which every adult male Jew paid 
for the upkeep of the Temple building. They are prepared to 
criticise Jesus for his lack of ethnic and religious solidariry. The 
second is Peter, who gives what turns out ta be the wrong answer co 
their question, and then cuns inro the house without doing any- 
ching abouc 10. Jesus, by contrast, we learn, a) knows the subject of 
conversations at which he has not been present, δ) is not liable τὸ 
the tax because he is Son of God and c) with effortless ease removes 
any embarrassment on Peters part. 


The Fourth ‘Discourse’: About the Church 


18 '% Ac that hour, the disciples approached Jesus saying, So who's the Most Important 
in the kingdom of heaven?’ And he summoned a little child and pur it in the 
middle of them, and said, ‘Amen [ tell you: unless you turn and become like 
children, you won't enter the kingdom of heaven. So whoever puts themselves as 
low as this lictle child, that’s the one who is Most Important in che kingdom of 
heaven. And whoever receives one litcle child like this in my name, receives me. 
But anyone who trips up one of these lircle ones who believe in me, it’s better for 
that person to have a donkey's millstone hung around his neck, and be drowned in 
the open sea. 

‘Woe to the world because of scandals! You see, it’s inevitable that scandals come; 
but woe to the person through whom a scandal comes! If your hand or your foor 
cause you ro stumble, cut it off, and throw it away from you. It is better for you to 
enter life deformed, or lame, than to be thrown tnto eternal fre with two hands or 
cwo feet! And if your eye trips you up, rip it out and throw it away from you. It is 
better for you to enter life with only one eye than to be thrown into the hery 
Gehenna with two eyes! 

‘See co ic thac you don’t despise one of these little ones. For I’m telling you that 
their angels in heaven are all che ume looking upon the face of my Father in 
heaven, 

‘What do you chink? If a person has a hundred sheep, and one of them goes 
wandering, wont the person abandon the [other] ninery-nine and go and look for 
the wanderer? And if ic should happen that he finds it, Amen I tell you, he rejoices 
more over it than over the ninety-nine who never wandered ar all. So it is not the 
will of [literally: ‘before’] your Father in heaven that one of these little ones should 
be lost. 

‘If your brother or sister sins, go and correct them, just you and him or her 
alone. If they listen to you, you've gained your brother or sister; but if they don’t 
listen, take one or two others with you, so that “on the oral evidence of cwo or 
three witnesses shall any charge be sustained”. If the person refuses to listen to 
them, tell che Church; and if the person refuses to listen to the Church, let them be 
to you like a Gentile or a tax collector. 
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Amen I tell you, whatever you bind on earth will be bound in heaven; and 
whatever you loose on earth will be loosed in heaven. 

‘Again I tell you, if wo of you on earth agree about anything chat they are going 
to ask for, it will be done for them by my Father in heaven. For where two or three 
are gathered in my name, | am there in the middle of them.’ 

Then Peter approached and said τὸ him, ‘Lord, how many times is my brother or 
sister to sin against me, and I forgive them? As many as seven times?’ 

Jesus says to him, ‘I’m not saying “as many as seven times” to you, but as many as 
seventy times seven! So the kingdom of heaven is like a person, a king, who wanted 
to sectle an account with his servants. As he started the process, one was brought to 
him, in debe for tens of thousands of talents; and because he had no way of 
repaying, the lord ordered him and his wife and his children and all his possessions 
ta be sold, and the money repaid. So the servant fell down and worshipped him, 
saying, “Be patient with me, and I'll repay you the lot.” The lord had compassion 
on thar servanc; he sec him free and tet him off the debe. 

“That servane went out and found one of his fellow servants who owed him a 
hundred denarii, and he grabbed hold of him and tried to throcele him, saying 
“Repay anything you owe [me].” So his fellow servant fell down and begged him, 
“Be patient with me, and I'll repay you.” But he wouldn't [hear of it]; instead, he 
went and threw him in prison until he should repay what he owed. So when his 
fellow servants saw what had happened, thry were very sad, and went and revealed 
everything that had happened to cheir lord. Then his lord summoned him and said 
to him, “Wicked servant: I let you off all char debt, since you begged me. Should 
you not also have had mercy on your fellow servant, as | had mercy on you?” And 
in a rage, his lord handed him over to the torturers until he should pay everything 
chac was owing. That's how my Heavenly Father will deal with you, unless each of 
you forgives your brother or sister from your hearts.’ 


This is a slightly different discourse; it has the telleale conclusion 
(19:1), and it comes in rwo halves, about little ones and about forgive- 
ness, ¢ach starting with a disciple's question, and each ending with a 
parable. 

The ‘little ones’ are clearly children here; the disciples want to 
know who is ‘Mr Big’ in Jesus’ new dispensation, and have to be 
taughe that the least important (no one counts lower than a child) is 
the most important, and chat following Jesus means loss of status. 
Thar is something chat Christians have never quite managed to 
work out, of course. 

So che littl ones have to be looked after, and nat made to 
‘scumble’ or ‘trip’ (the idea underlying these words is ‘scandal’, a 
stone on which you trip up or stub your toe). Buc there is a bit more 
to it chan that: the eye or hand or foot that is τὸ be thrown away 
looks as though it may be a member of the Church (or ‘body’). The 
least important (and least competent, as the sheep image indicates) 
members of the Church are those whom the pastor really looks 
after, Then come instructions for dealing with a crisis in the 
Church: a three-step procedure, at the end of which (but only then) 
is the offending member to be rejected as a sinner or tax collector 
(rather odd, this, in che face of Jesus’ known predilections}. Then 


reassurance about prayer, resting on the central plank rhat ‘I am in 
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the midst of them’, taking us back to Jesus as Emmanuel (‘God with 
us’} in Chaprer 1, and looking ahead to the final word of the Gospel, 
‘Tam with you until the end of time’. This presence of Jesus is the 
key idea that makes the Gospel possible. 

Notice the characteristic citation of Deureronomy (19:15 ‘on the 
evidence of rwo or three witnesses ). 

The mention of forgiveness prompts Peter's question and leads 
into the second parable, a dramatisation of the fifth beaticude, 
‘congratulations to the merciful, for they shall be mercied’. Ir is well 
told, with a touch of humour in the contrast berween the sums 
owed: ‘tens of chousands of talenes’ is simply gazillions of pounds 
sterling, and a ‘hundred denarii’ is a few weeks’ wages. The comedy 
(and the lesson) is in the absurd behaviour of the servant who has 
been let off, who doesn’t notice that the language his fellow servant 
uses is practically identical to what he had said to their master. 


Jesus asked about divorce; disciples put right about children 


19. And ic happened when Jesus finished these words, he removed from Galilee and 
came to the Judaea region, across the Jordan, and great crowds followed him, and 
he healed them there. 

And some Pharisees approached him with a trap for him: ‘Is it permissible for a 
man to divorce his wife for any cause?’ He answered, ‘Didn't you read that the One 
Who Created In the Beginning, “made them male and female” and he said, “For 
this reason a man or woman will leave cheir parents and be joined cogether, and the 
two shall become one flesh?” So they are no longer two, but one flesh. So let no 
human being separate what God has gathered together.’ 

They say to him, ‘So why did Moses instruct [us] to give a certificate of divorce 
and send her away?’ 

He says τὸ them, ‘Because of your hardness of heart, Moses permitted you to get 
rid of your wives; but it was not so at the beginning. I’m telling you: anyone who 
divorces his wife (other than for fornication) and marries another commits adultery. 

His disciples said to him, ‘If that's che situation in the relationship of a man and 
a woman, theres no point in marrying! 

He said to them, ‘It's not everyone who accepts this saying, only those τὸ whom 
itis given. For chere are eunuchs who are born like that from their mother's womb; 
and there are eunuchs who have been made into eunuchs by [other] people; and 
there are eunuchs who have made themselves so because of the kingdom of heaven. 
Let the one who can, accept it.’ 

Then children were brought τὸ him for him to lay hands on chem and pray [for 
them]. The disciples scolded them, but Jesus said, ‘Leave the children alone, and 
don't prevent them from coming to me; because the kingdom of heaven is made up 
of people like these.’ And he laid his hands on them and went away from there. 


Once again, Jesus is contrasted with his opponents and with his 
disciples. The opponencs raise with him a question chat was current 
in contemporary Judaism, about the possibility of divorce; but rheir 
real aim is to trap him into denying the Mosaic Law. Jesus 
effortlessly avoids che snare by quoting the Torah (Genesis 1:27; 2:24) 
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back at them. The disciples (not for the first time) scratch cheit 
heads in puzzlement and are given a response that may not have 
entirely cheered them up. And, nor for the first time, chey are 
muddled about the status of the ‘lirtle ones’ in Jesus’ community. 

The exception allowed in respect of divorce (‘other than for 
fornication’) might mean a) if the woman has commired adultery, 
or δ) if che marriage ts within τῆς prohibited degrees of kinship or c) 
(just possibly) idolatry, for which ‘fornication’ is a frequent Old 
‘Testament image. 


The rich young man, and Jesus’ teaching about wealth 


And look! Someone approached him and said, “Teacher, what good thing should 1 
do so chat | might possess eternal life?’ 

But he said, “Why do you ask me about what is good? There is One who is good, 
Buc if you wane co enter into life, keep the commandments,’ 

He says to him, “Which ones?’ 

Jesus said, * “You will not kill”, “You will not commit adultery”, “You will not steal”, 
“You will ποῖ bear false witness”, “Honour your father and mother", and “Love 
your neighbour as yourself”, 

The young man says to him, 1 have kept all chese things since | was young. 
Whar do I still lack?’ Jesus said to him, ‘If you want to be perfect, go and sell your 
possessions, and give co the poor, and youll have treasure in heaven. Then come, 
follow me.’ 

When the young man heard the message, he went away saddened. Because he 
had many possessions. 

And Jesus told his disciples, Amen I tell you, it's difhcult for an affluent person 
to get into the kingdom of heaven. Again | rell you, it is easier for a camel to pass 
through the eye of a needle chan for an affluent person τὸ enter the kingdom of 
God.’ 

When the disciples heard [this] they were profoundly shocked, and said, ‘So who 
can possibly be saved?’ 

Jesus looked at them and said, ‘For human beings this is impossible, but for God 
— everything is possible.’ 

Then Peter responded, ‘Look! We've abandoned everything and followed you. So 
what wil] there be for us?’ 

Jesus said to him, ‘Amen | tell you, you people who have followed me in the 
New Age, when the Son of Man sits on his glorious throne, you also will be seated 
on twelve thrones judging che twelve tribes of Israd. And everyone who has 
abandoned homes οἵ brothers or sisters or father or mother or children or estates 
for the sake of my name, will receive a hundred times the amount aad will inherit 
eternal life, But many will be first who are last; and vice versa. 


Again ἃ set of contrasts allows the reader τὸ grasp the starkness of 
Jesus’ teaching. He is set against, first, this rather bumptious young 
man, for whom keeping the commandments is old hat, then che 
disciples, who can't see the sense in Jesus’ teaching about wealth, 
and Gnally Peter, who wants to know the cash values of the sacrifices 
that he and the others have made. Discipleship is nor easy. 
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The image of the vineyard 


20,015 “For the kingdom of heaven ts like a householder who went out at the crack of 


dawn to hire workers [and bring them] into his vineyard. He agreed with the 
workers on [a wage of] one denarius for the day, and sent them into his vineyard. 
And he went out at about 9.00 a.m. and saw other people standing in the marker 
place with nothing to do, and said to chem, “You go into my vineyard also, and I'll 
sive whatever ts the going rate (literally: ‘what is just/righteous’). So they went. 
Then again at noon and at three in the afternoon he did the same. And at about 
five o'clock in the evening he went out and found others standing there, and said, 
“Why have you been standing [there] all day with nothing to do?” They said, 
“Because no one has hired us.” He says to them, “You go into my vineyard also.” 

‘When evening came, the lord of che vineyard said to his foreman, “Summon che 
workers and pay chem their wages. Stare with the lasc arrivals, and end up with 
those who came first.” And those who had come at five o'clock got a denarius each! 
And so those [who had come] first thought they'd be getting more — but they also 
gor a denarius each. When they got it, they made a complaint against che 
proprietor, “These last-comers only did an hour, and you've made chem just the 
same as us, who carried the weight of the day and its burning sun.” He answered, 
“My friend, I'm not doing you down; didn’t you and I agree on one denarius? Take 
what is yours and go. | am making the choice to pay this last-comer just what I'm 
paying you. Dont [ have the night co do what I choose with what is my own? Or 
are you jealous because | am being generous?” So the last will be frst, and the first 
last.’ 


This tmage apparently continues Jesus’ response to Peter’s anxiety 
about ‘what's in it for us?’ [τ is che wrong question: God ts utterly 
generous (generosity is the quality that defines God), and we do not 
lose out because God has been equally generous to chose 
undeserving people next door. It is all rather shocking. We may 
nouce that the address ‘my friend’ ts used in only cwo other places 
in Matthew's Gospel: to the wedding guest who had no wedding 
garmentc (22:12) and to Judas when he turns up with the arresting 


parcy in Gethsemani (26:59). 


Third prediction of Jesus’ passion — and of his Resurrection 


And while he was going up to Jerusalem, Jesus took the Twelve aside, privately, and 
on the way he satd τὸ them, ‘Look! We are going up to Jerusalem, and the Son of 
Man will be handed over to the chief priests and scribes, and they'll condemn him 
to death, and they'll hand him over to Gentiles τὸ mock and flog him and crucify - 
and on the third day he will be raised up.’ 


For the third time Jesus explicitly cells his disciples what is going 
to happen at the end of che journey, We call chem ‘Passion 
Predictions, but we should notice that in each case he also predicts 
his own Resurrection. Matthew is different from both Luke and 
Mark (see Mark 10:32-34; Luke 18:31-33). Luke fits che prediction 
into his scheme of ‘the great journey’, while Mark has each of these 
predictions immediately precede a fairly catastrophic blunder by 
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one or more of the disciples. However, in the episode that follows, 
Matthew has apparendy exempted James and John. sons of 
Zebedee, from all blame, and placed the blame instcad on their 


mothers shoulders. 


The request of an ambitious mother 


Then the mother of the sons of Zebedee approached with her sons; she worshipped 
him, and was asking something of him. He said to her, “What do you want?’ She 
says to him, “Say that these two sons of mine may sit, one on your right and one on 
your left in your kingdom.’ 

Jesus answered, ‘You people do not know what you are asking for. Can you drink 
the cup thar I'm about to drink?’ 

They cell him, “We can.’ 

He says to them, ‘You will indeed drink my cup, but the [business of] sitting on 
my tight and my leh is not mine to give — it’s for those for whom it is prepared by 
my Father. 

And when they heard it, che [other] ten were furious with the cwo brothers. Jesus 
summoned them and said, “You know that the rulers of the Gentiles lord it over 
them, and their Big Ones cyrannise over them. It will not be like char among you. 
No -- anyone who wants to be Big among you will be your Servant. And anyone 
who wants to be Number One among you will be your Slave. Just so the Son of 
Man did not come to be served, but τὸ serve, and τὸ give his life as a ransom for 


many. 


Once again, Matthew paints Jesus portrait by contrasting him with 
two other sets of people: there is (the mother of) the sons of 
Zebedee, and ‘the other ones’. Both groups are looking out for the 
best jobs in Jesus’ new communicy (Matthew does not long sustain 
the pretence that it was really Mrs Zebedee who was getting ambicous), 
not realising that chis is a community unlike any other, because Jesus 
is so totally different. Jesus comes as a servant and as one 
condemned to death; and chat is the road for the disciples to follow. 
Next we shall see a pair of disciples who get Jesus right. 


Two blind men near Jericho 


And as they moved away from Jericho, a great crowd followed him. And look! Two 
blind men, sitting by the road; and hearing chat Jesus was passing by, they yelled 
out, ‘Have mercy on us, Son of David!’ The crowd told them off -- they should 
shut up. Burt they yelled all the more, ‘Have mercy on us, Lord, Son of David" And 
Jesus stopped and summoned them, and said, ‘What do you want me to do for 
you? They tell him, ‘Lord, we wane our eyes opened.’ Jesus had compassion on 
them, and touched their eyes. And immediately they saw again. And they followed 
him. 


This episode brings to an end the journey from Galilee τὸ Jerusalem 
on which we have been following Jesus -- although ir is less marked 
in Matthew chan in Luke (18:35-43), of, in his very different way, 
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Mark (10:46-52), Matthew has characteristically (as wich the 
Gadarenes tn Chaprer 8) made Mark's single blind man into a pair; 
and he also allows us τὸ hear again a phrase from che liturgy of his 
church (the blind men actually say ‘Eleison . . . Kyrie’). Buc the 
great ching about these two is that they saw a greac deal better than 
the Twelve. For without any jockeying for position, and very simply, 
‘they followed him’. 


Jesus’ entry into Jerusalem 


721 1:3 And when they drew near to Jerusalem and come τὸ Bethphage, ro the Mountain 
of Olives, then Jesus sent cwo disciples, celling chem ‘Go to the village opposice 
you, and immediately you'll find a donkey tied up, and a foal with her. Untie her 
and bring her to me; and if anyone says anything, you'll tell [them], “The Lord has 
need of them"; and he'll send them immediately.’ 

This took place in order that the word spoken through the prophet might be 
fulfilled, 


‘Say co the daughter of Zion, Look! Your king is coming to you, 
meek, and riding on a donkey, and on a foal, the offspring of a donkey.’ 


The disciples went and did as Jesus had directed them; they brought the she- 
donkey and the foal, and they put cloaks on them, and he sat on them. And the 
immense crowd laid their cloaks on the road, and others started cutting branches 
from the trees and laying them in the road. And the crowds that went before him, 
and those who followed were crying out, ‘Hosanna to the Son of David, blessed is 
the one who comes in the Lord’s name. Hosanna in the highest.’ 

And as he went into Jerusalem, the whole ciry was shaken, saying, “Who is chis?’ 
And the crowds were saying, “This is the prophet Jesus, the one from Nazareth in 
Galilee.’ 

And Jesus went into the Temple; and he expelled all chose who performed 
commercial transactions in the Temple, and he overturned the tables of the money- 
changers, and the chairs of those who were selling doves. 

And he said to them, ‘It is written, “My house shall be called a house of prayer’, 
but you are making it “a cave for bandits”. 

And blind and lame people came to him in che Temple; and he cured them. The 
chief priests and the scribes saw the miracles he performed, and the children 
shouting in the Temple, ‘Hosanna co the Son of David’ — and they were annoyed, 
and said to him, 'Do you hear whar chese people are saying?’ 

Jesus said ta chem, “Yes. Have you never read that “out of the mouths of infants 
and those at che breast you have prepared praise for yourself”? And he left them 
and went out of the ciry to Bethany, and camped there. 

In che morning, as he returned to the city, he was hungry. And he saw a single hg 
tree on the way; he came to it, and found on it nothing but leaves, and he says to 
it, “May fruir never ever come from you again.’ And the fig tree withered 
straightaway! The disciples saw it and were astounded: ‘How did the fig tree wither 
straightaway?’ Jesus answered chem, Amen I tell you, if you have faith and do not 
doubt, you will not only do the fig-tree ching; you'll also tell chis mountain, “Be 
removed and thrown into the sea,” and it will happen. Everything that you ask in 
prayer you will receive, if you have faith.’ 
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As Jesus returns to Jerusalem, where the Magi had turned up with 
theit naive question, all those chapters ago, we see cwo familiar 
features of Marthew’s presentation of history. The first is the 
emphasis on Jesus’ fulfilling the Old Testament: there are several 
quotations here, and perhaps the most interesting is that from 
Zechariah 9:9 about ‘a donkey and the foal of a donkey’. In the 
original ir was intended to indicate how unthreatening the Messiah 
would be, and what looks like nwo animals is actually only one. 
Matthew, however, is so determined co show how Jesus fulfils 
Scripture that he has him perched rather uncertainly on two beasts. 
Matthew also has Jesus quote Isaiah 56:7 (‘house of prayer’} and 
Jeremiah 7:11 (cave for bandits’) as well as Psalm 8:2 (‘out of the 
mouths...) 

Second, Jesus is once again contrasted with various proups. 
Disciples have τὸ be told what to do, and they ask dim-witted 
questions, while the religious establishment are indignant, and the 
crowds eget it right, shouting ‘Hosanna’ and other quotations from 
Psalm 118. And we notice that whereas Jerusalem is ‘shaken’ (as it 
was in 2:3, though the Greek verb was different chere) and asks, 
“Who ts chis?’, τῆς crowds respond (quite correculy, as far as they 
go), This is che prophet.’ Contrast all chis with che calm cerainry 
with which Jesus now proceeds. 


Controversies with the religious establishment, 
and three stories against them 


2122} And when he wenr into the Temple, the chief priests and elders of the 
people approached him as he caught, saying, “By what authority are you doing 
these things? And who pave you this authoriry?” Jesus answered, “Now 7 shall ask 
you a single question. And if you tell me (the answer] then in my turn 7 shall tell 
yow the authoriry by which I am doing these things: John's baptism, where was it 
from? From heaven, or from human beings?’ And they discussed among them- 
sclves, ‘If we say “From heaven”, he'll say to us, “So why didn't you belicve him?” 
But if we say “From human beings”, we're frightened of the crowd, because they all 
regard John as a prophet.’ And their answer to Jesus was, ‘We don’t know. In his 
turn he said to them, ‘Nor am [ telling you by what authoriry I am doing these 
things.’ 

“What do you chink? A man had rwo children, and he approached Number One, 
and said, “My child, go and work in my vineyard today.” But he said, “] dont want 
to”, burt later on he changed his mind (literally, ‘repented’) and went. He went up 
to Number Two, and said the same: he said, “Aye-aye, sir” - and didn't go. Which 
of the two did the father's will?’ 

They said, ‘Number One.’ Jesus said to them, ‘Amen I tell you, the tax collectors 
and prostitutes are going ahead of you into the kingdom of God. For John came τὸ 
you on the road of righteousness, and you didn't believe him, but che eax collectors 
and prostirutes did believe him; but you saw him, and didn’t change your minds 
later, so as to believe him. 

‘Listen to another image. There was a person, a househalder, who had planted a 
vineyard, and put a hedge round it, and dug a winepress in it, and built a tower 
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and leased it ouc to tenant-farmers, and went overseas. When the vintage-time 
came, he sent his slaves to the farmers, to get his fruit. And they rook his slaves, 
and gave ane of them a hiding, killed another, and stoned another. Again he sent 
more slaves, in greater numbers — and chey did the same to them, Finally, he sent 
his son to them, saying, “They'll respect my son.” But when the tenanc-farmers 
saw the son, they said to themselves, “This is thé one who is going to inherit! 
Come on, let’s kill him and get his inheritance!” and they took him and threw him 
out of che vineyard, and killed him. 

‘So — when che Lord of the Vineyard comes, what wil] he do co those tenant- 
farmers?’ They said to him, “They are bad people, and he'll bring chem to a bad 
end, and he'll lease our the vineyard co other tenants, who will return the revenues 
to him at the proper time.’ 

Jesus says co them, “Did you never read in the scriptures: 


“The stone which the builders rejected, has become the cornerstone. 
This came from the Lord, and is wonderful in our eyes.” 


‘Therefore I'm telling you that che kingdom of God will be taken away from you, 
and given to a nation that produces its fruit.’ And when the chief priests and the 
Pharisees heard his stories, they knew that he was speaking about them. And they 
were looking for a way to get him; but they were afraid of the crowd, since they 
regarded him as a prophet. 


And Jesus answered, and spoke τὸ chem again in images: “The kingdom of heaven 
is like a person, a king, who held a wedding party for his son; and he sent his slaves 
to summon those whod been invited to the wedding party. And they didnt want 
ta come! Again he sent ocher slaves and said, “Tell those whove been inviced, 
‘Look! I’ve prepared my meal, my oxen and fatlings have been slaughtered, and 
everything's ready. Come to the wedding.’” Buc they didn’t care: one went off to 
his farm, and another to his business, And the rest cook hold of his slaves and 
maltreated them and killed them. 

“The king was enraged, and sent his armies, and destroyed chose murderers and 
set fire to their city. 

‘Then he said to his slaves, “The wedding party ts ready, and those who were 
invited were not worthy. So go out into the exits from the city, and invite anyone 
you find to the wedding parry.” And those slaves went out into the roads, and they 
gathered everyone that they could find, both evil and good. And the wedding feast 
was full of people lying down ro dine. 

‘But the king came in to look at che diners, and he saw there a man who was not 
wearing wedding clothes, and he says to him, “My friend, how did you get in here 
without wedding clothes?” And he was silent. Then the king said to the servants, 
“Tie up his feet and his hands, and throw him into che outer darkness. There shall 
be weeping there, and gnashing of teeth. For many are invited, but noc many are 
selected.” ’ 


It was the religious leaders who started chis, with cheir demand to 
know Jesus’ auchoricry for behaving tn this way; and they were 
correct in doing so, for Jesus was implicitly claiming rights over the 
Temple. But Jesus makes no concessions, and claims to be engaged 
on the same task as John the Baptist. Then he tells them three 
parables or images, one after the other, which make the division 
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absolutely explicit. The first indicates that his opponents commit 
the worst possible sin, thac of refusing to do the Father's will. The 
second image, that of the vineyard, is in the view of many scholars 
the one that sealed Jesus’ face. He is unmistakably referring to Isaiah 
>, where the prophet sees Israel as God's unsatisfactory vineyard, 
and Jesus clearly presents himself as the son who is sent last of all, 
then forces his hearers to think of an appropriate punishment. 

The third parable perhaps does nat take itself all chat senously: 
the final invitation is done in a slightly casual way; the punishment 
of the reluctant invitees (sending armies to ΚΙ} them and burn their 
city), and then the summoning of a new and altogether jess impressive 
guest list, asks us to suppose a long gap during which the chef's bese 
efforts will have been getting cold. And then che king seems rather 
distant from the son's wedding: he only goes in to have a look, and 
all he does is seize on some unforrunate who is wearing the wrong 
clothes. Many readers find themselves thinking: ‘I am not at all sure 
that chis is the kind of God with which | wish to deal’, and may 
perhaps like co read the story another way, starting from its ending. 
‘Try seeing the one who gets thrown our because of not wearing a 
wedding garment as Chnst, who was thrown out to die outside the 
city; who pursued a very lonely furrow; and who invites us τὸ follow 
the same trail. [t does not, it must be confessed, solve all the problems 
of the story, but may serve to remind us that the story is meant τὸ 
shock and surprise us into glimpsing the reality of the ‘kingdom of 
heaven’. 

The quotation about the ‘stone which τῆς builders rejected’ is 
from Psalm 118, which is also che source of the “Hosanna (‘save us, 
please’) chat they had shouted on Palm Sunday. 

As the following stories indicate, it was not Jesus who started the 
trouble, 


Controversies with Pharisees and Sadducees 


Then the Pharisees went and made a plan to set a verbal trap for him. 
And they send their disciples ro him, along with the Herodians, saying ‘Teacher, 
we know that you are crue, and that you truly teach God's way, and that you dont 
care about anybody, regardless of their status. So tell us: what do you think -- Is it 
permissible to give poll tax to Caesar or not?’ 

But Jesus was well aware of their malice, and said, ‘Why are you trying me our, 
you frauds [‘hypocrites’]}? Show me the coin of the poll tax.’ They brought him a 
denarius, and he says to them, ‘Whose picture is this? And the inscription?’ They 
tell him, “Caesar's.” Then he tells them, ‘So pay Caesar what is Caesar's — and pay 
God what is God's!’ 

When they heard this, they were astonished, and they left him and went off. 

That day some Sadducees came τὸ him (they say there is no Resurrection) and 
they asked him, “Teacher, Moses said, “If someone dies childless, his brother shall 
marry his widow as next-of-kin and shall raise up offspring for his brother.” Now, 
there were seven brothers in our community. Number One marnied and then died, 
and having no offspring, he left her to his brother; and the same with Number Two 
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and Number Three, right through all seven of them. Last of all the woman died. 
So in the “Resurrection”, which of the seven will she be the wife of? You see, they 
were all married to her.’ 

Jesus answered them, ‘You don’t know the scriptures; nor do you know God's 
power — that's why you go astray. You see, in the Resurrection, they dont marry or 
get given in marriage; they're Itke angels in heaven. As for the Resurrection of che 
dead, didn't you read what God said to you, when he said “! am the God of 
Abraham and che God of Isaac and the God of Jacob.” God is not the God of the 
dead, but of the living.’ 

And when the crowds heard, they were astounded by his teaching. 

The Pharisees heard thac he had silenced the Sadducees; and they gor rogether, 
and one of them asked a question (trying him out}: “Teacher, whars the most 
important commandment in the Torah?’ He cold them, ““You shall love che Lord 
your God with all your heart and all your soul, and all your mind.” This is che 
most important commandment, and the Number One. Number Two is like it: 
“You will love your neighbour as yourself.” The whole Torah (and the Prophets) 
depends on these two commandments. 

When the Pharisees got together, Jesus asked them, “Whar is your view about che 
Messiah? Whose son is he?’ They tell him, ‘David's.’ He says to them, ‘So how ts it 
that when David is inspired, he calls him “Lord”, [saying] 


“The Lord said to my Lord, “Sit on my right 


uncil J place your enemies beneath your feet”? 


*So -- if David calls him “Lord”, how come he’s his son?’ 
And no one could answer him a word; nor did anyone have the nerve to ask him 
any more questions from that day on. 


Here we have four skirmishes, all part of the bigger battle that is 
now a cloud on the horizon. The firsc ts a potentially Jechal trap laid 
by che Pharisees, with the connivance of che ‘Herodians’, unlikely 
bedfellows of the Pharisees, since they would be expected to support 
the Roman domination. Perhaps the point is simply their desire to 
make sure that Jesus is properly caught. We are to applaud his adroit 
response: give to God what belongs to God’ -- and what belongs to 
God, of course, is nothing less chan absolutely everything. 

The second skirmish is a slightly sillier, certainly less dangerous, 
trick question, trying to disprove the possibility of Resurrection, by 
demonstrating an absurd implication of it. They quote the Torah 
(Deuteronomy 25:5), and Jesus quotes the Torah (Exodus 3:6) back 
at them, and they have nothing more to say. 

Next on the attack are the Pharisees again (for Matthew they are 
Jesus most passionate opponents), this time asking his view on 
which of the 613 precepts of the Torah is the most important. This 
was a common enough question among Jewish thinkers of the time: 
Mark's account of the incident (Mark 12:28-34) has Jesus and a 
scribe in rather unusual agreement, but Matthew has none of that. 
Matthew has Jesus quote Deuteronomy 6:5 and Leviticus 19:18 τὸ 
shuc them up. 

Finally Jesus goes on to the attack, asking about the ancestry of 
the Messiah, and quoting Psalm 110:1 to make the point thac the 
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Messiah is more important than David. That marks the end of the 
attempts to trap Jesus out of his own mouth, bur nor the end of che 
campaign againsc his life. It is perhaps in that context that we have 
to understand the assault on the Pharisees that follows. 


Against the Pharisees; how Christian leaders should behave 


23..." Then Jesus spoke to the crowds and to his disciples, saying, ‘It is [indeed] on the 
chair of Moses that the scribes and Pharisees are seated. So whatever they tell you, 
do it, and hold ro it; but don’t be doing what they do. For they talk, buc they don't 
perform. They bind up heavy burdens, and place them on people's shoulders; but 
they don’t want co shift them themselves by [so much as] a finger. All that they do, 
they perform, in order co be seen by people. They broaden their phylacteries and 
lengthen their tassels, and they like [to have] the place of honour at dinner parties, 
and the best pews in the synagogues, and being greeted in the public squares, and 
being called “Rabbi” by people. 

‘But you people are not to be called “Rabbi”, for you have just one Teacher, and 
you are all brothers and sisters. Don't call anyone your “Father” on earch, for you 
have just one Father, the Heavenly one. And you are noc to be called “Guides”, 
because you have just one Guide, the Messiah. The greatest of you will be your 
servant; but those who exalt themselves will be humbled, and those who humble 
themselves will be exalted. 

‘Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, you frauds [hypocrites], because you shut the 
kingdom of heaven in people's faces; you don’t go in, and you don’t allow those 
who [wish to] enter to go in. 

‘Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, you frauds [hypocrites], because you travel 
sea and land to make a single convert; and when it happens, you make him a child 
of Gehenna, twice as bad as yourselves. 

"Woe to you, you blind guides, you say, “If anyone swears by the Temple, that's 
non-binding; but if anyone swears by the Temple's gold, then they are bound.” 
Blind morons! Which is more important, the gold, or the Temple which makes the 
gold holy? And [you say] “If anyone swears by the altar, that's non-binding; but if 
anyone swears by the gift that is on the altar, then they are bound.” [You're 50] 
blind! Which 1s more important, the gift, or the altar which makes the gift holy? So 
anyone who swears by the altar swears by it, and by alJ char is on it. And anyone 
who swears by the Temple swears by it and by the One who dwells in it. And the 
one who swears by heaven swears by God's throne, and by the One who sits on the 
throne. 

‘Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, you frauds (hypocrites), because you tithe 
mint, dill and cumin, and you have neglected legal matters of greater moment, 
justice and compassion and faithfulness. You should have performed chese, 
without neglecting [your tithing]. Blind guides! You strain out a gnat and gulp 
down a camel! 

‘Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, you frauds [hypocrites], because you purify 
the outside of the cup and the dish, but inside they are full of robbery and self- 
indulgence. Blind Pharisee! (You should] first purify the inside of the cup, so that 
its outside may be clean. 

‘Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, you frauds [hypocrites], because youre like 
whitewashed tombs, which look lovely on the outside, but inside are full of che 
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bones of the dead and every [kind of] impurity. That's how you people are: on the 
outside you look righteous to people, but inside youre full of hypocrisy and 
lawlessness. 

‘Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, you frauds [hypocrites], because you build 
the prophets’ tombs and decorate the memorials of the righteous, and you 
proclaim, “If we had [lived] in our ancestors’ times, we'd never have shared in the 
prophets’ blood.” So you are evidence against yourselves rhat you are descended 
from those who murdered the prophets; and you people fill up the measure of your 
ancestors. Serpents! Offspring of snakes! How are you co escape the condemnation 
to Gehenna? 

‘For that reason, look! | am sending you prophets and wise men [and women] 
and scribes. Youll kill some of chem and crucify them; and some of them you will 
flog in your synagogues, and youll persecute them from city to city; so thae all che 
nghteous blood may come upon you that pours out on the earth, from the blood 
of Abel the righteous to the blood of Zachariah son of Barachiah, whom you slew 
berween the Temple and the altar. Amen I tell you, all chese things will come on 
this generation. 

‘Jerusalem, Jerusalem, who kills the prophets and stones those sent to her, how 
often | wanted to gather your children cogether, in just the way a bird gathers her 
young ones together under her wings — but you didn’t wanc it! Look! Now your 
house is being abandoned and deserted. For I'm telling you, from now on you 
won't see me ar all until you say, “Blessed is the one who comes in the name of the 


Lord.’ 


We feel very uncomfortable at this assault on the Pharisees, who 
were certainly not as unpleasant as they are painted here. Our 
discomfort stems from the anti-Jewish sentiments that Christians 
have all too often indulged, which are fed by passages like this. It 
may be helpful to remember three things. First, Matthews Gospel, 
which seems so anti-Jewish in places, is also the most Jewish: this is 
a battle between two different kinds of Judaism. Second, the scyle is 
rhetorical, potemical, so we shall not do well to regard ic as evidence 
of ‘how those dreadful Pharisees behaved’, Third, the criticisms 
levelled here are those which could be thrown at all religious leaders 
who lose sight of their ideals. Matthew is writing here a warning to 
his own church. 


The Fifth ‘Discourse’: The End-Time (24:1-25:46) 
Optimism in the face of signs of the Return 


24'*' Jesus went out of the Temple, and was on the moye when his disciples approached, 
to point our the Ternple buildings to him. He answered them, ‘Do you not see all 
these things? Amen I tell you, no stone will be left on another stone here that will 
not be destroyed.’ 

He sat down on the Mountain of Olives, and his disciples came τὸ him privately: 
“Tell us, when will chese chings be, and what is the sign of your Return and of the 
end of the age?’ 


65 


MATTHEW 24 


Jesus answered them, ‘Make sure that no one fools you. For many people will 
come in my name; and they'll say, “I am the Messiah,” and they'll fool many. You're 
going τὸ hear about wars, and reports about wars. Make sure that you don't panic. 
For it has to happen; bur che end is ποῖ yet. For one nation will rise up against 
another, and one kingdom against another; and there will be famines and 
earthquakes in places. ΑἹ] chese chings will be the start of the labour-pains. Then 
they'll hand you over to affliction, and they'll kill you, and you'll be hated by all che 
Gentiles because of my name. And then many people will be made to stumble, and 
they'll hand one another over, and they'll hate each other. And many fake prophets 
will arise and lead many astray, and because of the increase of lawlessness, many 
people's love will grow cold; but che one who endures to che end, that's the one 
who will be saved. And this gospel of the kingdom will be proclaimed in the whole 
world as a witness to all che nations — and then the end will come. 

‘So when you see the “abomination of desolation” that was spoken of through 
the propher Daniel standing in the Holy Place (let che reader understand), then let 
those who are in Judaea flee to the mountains; the one who is on the roof must not 
go down to pick up things from his house; the one who is in the field mustn't turn 
back τὸ pick up his cloak. Bad Juck τὸ the women who are pregnant or have 
children at the breast in those days! 

‘Pray that your flight doesn’t happen in winter, or on the Sabbath. For chen there 
will be great trouble, the like of which has not been from the beginning of the 
world unc! now — nor will ever be [again]. And if chose days are not curtailed, no 
one would be safe. But because of [God's] chosen ones, those days wsdf be curtailed. 

‘Then if anyone cells you, “Look, here's the Messiah,” or “Here,” don't believe 
them. For fake-Messiahs and false prophets will arise, and provide impressive signs 
and powers, 50 as to fool even the chosen ones, if possible. Look! [ have told you in 
advance. So if they tell you, “Look! He's in the desert,” dont go out, or “Look! In 
one of the inner rooms!”, don’t believe [them]. For as the lightning comes from the 
east and appears all che way to the west, so will it be wich che Recurn of τῆς Son of 
Man. Where the corpse is, there che vulcurcs will gather. 

‘Immediately after che trouble of those days, 


“The sun shall be darkened, and the moon shall nor give her light, 
and the stars will fall from the sky, 
and the powers of the heavens shall be shaken.” 


‘And chen the sign of the Son of Man will appear in heaven, and then al] che tribes 
of the earth shal] mourn, and they'll see the Son of Man coming on the clouds of 
heaven in power and great glory. And he will send his angels wich a great trumpet, 
and they will gather his chosen ones from the four winds, from one end of the 
heavens to the other. 

‘Learn [che meaning of) che illustration from the fig tree. When its branch ts 
now tender, and it’s producing leaves, you know that summer is near. Similarly, 
when you people see all these things. know thac it is just outside the gates. Amen | 
tell you chat chis generation will not pass away before all chese things happen. 
Heaven and earth will pass away — but my words will not pass away. But no one 
knows che precise chronology [literally ‘that day and hour’}, not even the angels of 
heaven, and not even the Son -- but only the Father. 

‘You see, the Retum of the Son of Man will be like Noahs time. For just as in 
those days before the Flood, they were eating and drinking, marrying and giving in 
marriage, until che day when Noah went on board the ark; and they had no idea, 
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uncil the Hood came and rook them all: that’s how it will be with che Return of the 
Son af Man. Then there will be ewo men in che field; one will be taken and one 
left. Two women will be grinding at the mill; one will be taken and one left. 

‘So keep awake; because you have no idea what day your Lord is going to come. 
But know this, that if the householder had known at what hour of the night che 
thief was coming, he would have stayed awake, and not allowed his house co be 
broken into. Therefore you people also must get ready, because the Son of Man is 
coming at an hour when youre not expecting [it]. 

‘So who is the faithful and sensible slave, whom the lord appointed over his 
house-slaves, to give them their food at the right time? Congratulations to that 
slave whose lord will find him on the job [literally, ‘doing 50 when he comes. 
Amen I tell you, he'll appoint him over all his possessions. Buc :f the bad slave says 
to himself, “My lord is caking his time,” and starts beating his fellow slaves, and has 
banquets with drunkards, and the slave's lord comes on a day when he doesn't 
expect him and ata time chat he doesn't know, then he'll cut him in ewo, and place 


bits of him with the fakes. There'll be weeping and gnashing of teeth there.’ 


[τ is important to recall thar this is not a prediction, a kind of 
cosmic weather forecast (perhaps echoing Isaiah 13:10), in which 
we can see the likely symptoms, and so work out at what stage we 
are in the disaster. This discourse (as will become clear in the 
paragraphs thar follow) is crying co do να things. First it wants to 
emphasise that a fairly catastrophic set of events is about to intrude 
on history, apparently sooner rather chan later, and chat Christians 
will need to keep their wits abouc them. Second, however, the 
evangelist is stressing that God ts in charge, and therefore believers 
have nothing to worry about. The Greek word for Jesus’ “Return’ is 
Parousia, which means something like ‘presence. 
The ‘abomination of desolation’ comes from Daniel 9:27. 


First of three images for the end-time: the ten maidens 


‘Then the kingdom of heaven shall be likened to ten maidens, who took cheir 
lamps and went out τὸ meet the bridegroom. Five of chem were foolish, and five 
were sensible. For when che foolish ones took cheir lamps, they didn’t bring oil 
with chem; buc the sensible ones broughe oil with therm in containers, along wich 
the lamps. The bridegroom took his time, and they all dozed off and fell asleep. In 
the middle of the night there was a shout, “The bridegroom! Come out to meet 
him.” Ac chat point all che maidens woke up and trimmed their lamps. And the 
foolish ones said to the sensible ones, “Give us some of your oil, because our lamps 
are going out, bur the sensible ones said, “No; otherwise there mighe not be 
enough for us and for you. Instead, go to the people who sell [oil], and buy some 
for yourselves.” As chey went away to buy ir, che bridegroom arrived, and those 
who were ready went in with him to the wedding feast, and the door was shut. 
Larer on the rest of the maidens turn up, saying, “Lord, lord, open [the door] to 
us.” Buc he answered, “Amen 1 tell you, I don’t know you.” 
‘So stay awake, because you don't know the day or the hour.’ 


This is a good story, though the poine is perhaps noc crystal clear. 
We are presumably meant to laugh, and learn the message, which is 
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probably about being prepared racher than about staying awake; the 
story perhaps does not take itself all that seriously — there is che 
unexplained gap between the first announcement of che bride- 
grooms arrival and his actual appearance; there is the absurd picture 
of the ‘foolish’ maidens crudging off to the shops. which are presumably 
closed at that hour of the night: and the pragmatic attitude of the 
sensible virgins (‘Why dont you go shopping?’) is not especially 
attractive. 


Second image: eight talents 


‘For as a man going overseas summoned his own slaves, and handed over his 
possessions to them, and he gave one five talents, one two, and to the other one he 
gave one talent, each one in proportion to his own abilities, and chen went 
overseas. 

‘Scraightaway, the one who'd got the five talents got to work on chem and gained 
another five. In just che same way the one whod got the ewo talents gained two 
more. But the one whod got the single talent dug a hole in the ground, and hid his 
lord’s money! 

‘A long time afterwards, the lord of those slaves comes and settles accounts with 
them. And the one whod got the five talents brought the other five talents. “Lord, 
you handed five talents over to me; look — I’ve gained five more talents,” he said. 
His lord said to him, “Well done, good and faithful slave; you were faithful over 
small matters. I'll put you in charge of larger matters. Enter into the joy of your lord.” 

‘And the one [who'd got] the two calents approached and said, “You handed me 
owo talents. Look -- I've gained two more talents.” His lord said to him, “Well 
done, good and faithful slave: you were faithful over smal! martees. I'll puc you in 
charge of larger matters. Enter into the joy of your lord.” 

And the one whod gor a single talent also came forward; and he said, “Lord — | 
knew you were a hard man, harvesting where you didn't sow, and pathering where 
you didn’t scarcer, and because 1 was afraid | went and hid your talent in the 
ground. Look! You have what is yours.” 

‘His lord answered him, “You wicked and idle slave: you knew that 1 harvest 
where I have not sown, and that | garher where 1 have noc scattered. so what you 
should have done is to deposit my money with the bankers and | would have 
recovered my own with interest. So take che calenct from him and give it to the one 
who has the five talents. For everything shall be given in abundance to the one who 
has; and as for the one who does not have, even whar he has shall be caken from 
him. And throw our this useless slave into the outer darkness. There will be 
weeping and pnashing of teeth there. 


Another stirring of discomfort here, as we feel for the unfortunate 
who was only given one talent, and managed to be deprived even of 
thar. At the same time, of course, it has to be said that his response 
to his master was not the most diplomatic that he could have 
chosen. A great deal is evidently expected of disciples who live in the 
end-time. 

The alect reader will have noticed chat the phrase abour ‘weeping 
and gnashing of teeth’ has become very familiar to us in Marthew. It 
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appears also at 8:12; 13:42; 13:50; 22:13; 24:51, and only once in 
Luke (13:28). 


Third image: when the Son of Man is enthroned as judge 


uae ‘When the Son of Man appears in his glory and al] his angels with him, then he 
will sit on the throne of his glory. And all the nations will be gathered before him; 
and he will separate them from each other, just as the shepherd separates sheep 
fram goats. And he'll set the sheep on his right hand, and the goats on his leh. 
Then the king will say to those on his right, “Come, you who have been blessed by 
my Father; inherit the kingdom prepared for you from the foundation of the 
world. For ] was hungry, and you gave me to eat; | was thirsty and you gave me to 
drink; | was a stranger and you gave me hospitality; naked and you put clothes on 
me; | was sick and you visited me; 1 was in prison and you came to me.” 

‘Then the righteous will answer him, “Lord, when did we see you hungry and 
teed you, or thirsry and give you a drink? When did we see you a stranger and give 
vou hospitaliry or naked and pur clothes on you? When did we see you sick or in 
prison and come to you?” And the king will answer chem, “Amen I cell you, what- 
ever you did τὸ one of these brothers and sisters of mine, [even] che least of them, 
you did it to me.” 

‘Then he'll say to those on his left, “Go away fram me, you cursed ones, into the 
eternal fire prepared for the devil and his angels. For | was hungry, and you did not 
give me [anything] to ear; | was chirsty, and you did not give me [anything] to 
drink; | was a stranger and you didn’t give me hospitality; I was naked and you 
didnt put clothes on me, sick and in prison and you didnt visit me.” 

‘Then in their curn they will answer him, “Lord, when did we see you hungry or 
thirsty or a stranger or naked, or sick or in prison and didnt minister to you?” 
Then he'll answer them, “Amen [ tell you, whenever you failed to do it to one of 
these littlest ones, you failed to do it τὸ me.” And chese ones will go away τὸ eternal 
punishment, but the righteous ones will go inco eternal life.’ 


This well-known and much-loved story, on top of the other two 
slightly strange images, of the ten maidens (being prepared) and che 
talencs (being generous), now indicates the question chat will be 
asked ac the end-time: how did you treat Christ, when he appeared 
in the form of one of ‘these !icclest ones, who may be the poor and 
under-privileged, or may be the members of the Church. Ic is 
decidedly challenging, and Matthew's last word before he encers 
upon the climax of the Gospel, the sad tale of Jesus’ Passion and 
death. 


The Passion of Jesus (26:1—27:66) 
A plot, framing a woman’s mysterious action 


26''° And it happened when Jesus finished all these words, he said to his disciples, “You 
know that after τὸ days the Passover is happening, and rhe Son of Man is being 
becrayed, τὸ be crucified.’ 
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Then the chief priests and elders of the people gathered together in the 
courtyard of the High Priest calied Caiaphas; and they laid a plot to arrest Jesus by 
a trick and kill him. Bur they were saying, ‘Not during the festival ~ we don't wans 
trouble with the people.” 

Now Jesus was in Bethany, at the house of Simon the leper, and a woman 
approached him with an alabaster [jar] of highly priced myrrh, and poured it on 
his head, as he lay down to eat. When the disciples saw it, they were furious, and 
said, “Whar's the point of this waste? This could have been sold at a high price, and 
[che moncy]) given to the poor!’ 

But Jesus knew [it] and said to them, ‘Why are you giving the woman trouble? 
For she's done a beautiful thing to me. You see, you have the poor with you all the 
time; buc you don’t have me all che time. For when she put chis myrrh over my 
body, she did it in order to bury me. Amen I tell you, whenever this gospel is 
proclaimed in the whole world, there will also be talk of whar this woman has 
done, so thar she'll be remembered.’ 

Then one of the Twelve, the one called Judas Iscariot, went to the chief priests 
and said, “What are you willing to give me? And [ll hand him over jor: betray him] 
to you.’ They sectled on thirty silver coins, and from that moment he was looking 
for the best opportunity to hand him over. 


Marthew generally follows Mark in his account of the Passion; but 
he makes one or cwo interesting changes. When he speaks of the 
‘chief priests and elders’ gathering, he uses the same verb as he had 
in 2:4, where it had been che chief priests and scribes who were 
gathering (‘synagoguing ) in order co help Herod track down the 
newly born ‘King of the Jews’. And the myrrh, here produced by the 
unnamed woman, is of course one of the gifts that the Magi had 
brought in that same scene. The ‘thirty silver coins’, which are only 
found in Matthew, represent, according to Exodus 21:32, the price 
of a slave who has been gored to death. But in Zechariah 11:12, 13 
it ts also the unsatisfactoty wages given to a prophet, which he then 
casts into the Treasury. For Matthew, this is a prediction of the Judas 
episode, and foreshadows the circumstances of Judas’ death, and the 
reaction of the Jerusalem establishment. 

Not for the first cime, che evangelist conuasts Jesus’ calm 
goodness with the murderous intentions of the religious leaders, τῆς 
incomprehension of the disciples, and (in this case) che mercenary 
motives of Judas. 


The Passover meal 


On the first day of Unleavened Bread, the disciples approached Jesus and said, 
‘Where do you want us to prepare for you to eac the Passover?’ He said, “Go into 
the city, to So-and-So, and tell him, “The teacher says: My time is near; it ἐς at your 
place that I am having Passover wich my discaples.”’ And the disciples did as Jesus 
had directed them; and they prepared che Passover. 

When it was evening, he lay down [to eat) with che Twelve. And as they were 
eating, he said, ‘Amen | teil you, one of you will betray me [or hand me over]. 
They got very sad, and each of them started saying to him, ‘Ic’s not me, is it, Lord? 
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He answered, ‘The one who dips his hand with me in the dish, that is the one who 
will betray me. The Son of Man is going [just] as ic was written abouc him, burt 
woe to the person through whom che Son of Man ts being betrayed. It [would have 
been] better for rhat person if he had nat been born.’ 

Judas (the one who was in the process of betraying him) said τὸ him, ‘It's not me, 
is it, Rabbi?’ Jesus says to him, ‘It is you who have said it.’ 

As they were eating, Jesus took bread and blessed and broke and gave [ic] to che 
disciples and said, ‘Take, eat: this is my body.’ And he took a cup and gave chanks 
and gave [it] to them saying, ‘Drink from tt, all of you. For chis is my blood of the 
covenant, which is poured out for the forgiveness of sins. I’m telling you: from now 
on, I shan't drink from this fruit of the vine until that day when I drink ic new with 
you in the kingdom of my Father. 

And they sang a hymn and went out to the Mountain of Olives. 


The Passover is the greatest celebration of the Jewish year, and the 
Passover meal should be the most joyful evenc within it. We notice 
that Jesus is very much in charge of things here, and has che venue 
already arranged (chere would be so many people in Jerusalem at 
this time that it could noc possibly have been organised at the last 
minute). 

Then this joyful meal goes horribly wrong, with the prediction of 
betrayal; in chat culture it is a terrible breach of the law of hospitalicy, 
that one might betray someone with whom one has shared a meal — 
and such a meal! So the remark that Jesus’ betrayer is ‘the one who 
dips his hand with me in the dish’ is less a matter of identifying the 
traitor than an expression of horror at what is going on. 

And the alere reader will notice chac Judas ovice addresses Jesus as 
‘Rabbi’ (here, and when Jesus is arrested, at 26:49); and the only 
other ume chat the word is used in this Gospel is at 23:7, 8, when it 
is expressly forbidden for Jesus followers. Matthew is subdy 
classifying Judas with Jesus’ opponents. 


Prediction of the disciples’ failure, stoutly rebuffed by Peter 


Then Jesus says τὸ them, ‘You will 41} be caused to stumble [or: be scandalised] 
because of me tonight, for it is written, “1 shall strike the shepherd, and the sheep 
of the Aock will be scattered.” But after I have been raised, I shall go before you 
into Galilee.’ 

Pecer answered him, ‘[Even] if they are all made to stumble, me, never will 7 be 
made to stumble.’ 

Jesus said to him, ‘Amen ['m telling you, tonight, before the cock crows, you'll 
deny me three times!’ 

Peter says to him, ‘Even if I'm required to die with you, no way will I deny you!’ 

And all the disciples spoke in a similar vein. 


Once again we see the contrast berween Jesus and his followers, here 
robustly led by Peter; Jesus is quiet and accurate, Peter all noisy 


bluster. And Jesus is, we realise, very much alone. They have not 
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really noticed his prediction of Resurrection and a meeting in Galilee, 
because they have not properly caken aboard the fact that he must 
die. 

The prediction of the scartering of the sheep is from Zechariah 
13:7. 


Jesus prays in great sadness to his Father; the disciples snore 


Then Jesus came with them to a place called Gethsemani, and he says to his 
disciples, “Sic here, while I go there and pray.’ And he took along Peter and the rwo 
sons of Zebedee, and began to be sad and to be distressed. And he says to them, 
‘My soul is very sad, even co the point of death. Stay here, and stay awake wich me.’ 
And he wenr a little bie furthet, and fell on his face, praying, ‘My Father, if it is 
possible, let chis cup pass [me] by; nevertheless (don’t let it be) in accordance with 
what ] want, but [witch] what you want.’ And he comes to the disciples and finds 
them sleeping, and he says to Peter, ‘So you werent even serong enough to stay 
awake with me for a single hour! Stay awake, and pray, chat you may nor enter into 
temptation. The spirit is eager, but che Mesh is weak.” Again he went off a second 
time and prayed, ‘Father, if it is not possible for chis [cup] to pass by unless I drink 
it, may your will be done.’ And again he came and found them sleeping, for cheir 
eyes were heavy [wich sleep]. And he Ieft them again, and went off and prayed for a 
third time, again saying the same prayer. Then he comes to his disciples and says, 
‘Go on sleeping now, and have a rest. Look! The hour has come near, and the Son 
of Man is being betrayed into the hands of sinners. Up you get — let's go! Look? My 
betrayer has come near.’ 


This lictle episode presences us with a Jesus who is doing what he has 
always told his disciples to do, namely entrust everything to his 
Father. Just as the image of the unforgiving slave in Chapter 18 was 
a dramausation of the fifth beatitude (‘congrarulations to the merciful’), 
so this whole episode presents us with the meaning of the third 
petition of Marthew’s version of the Lord's Prayer (‘may your will be 
done’), which is quoted here. 

Once again see the contrast which Marthew uses to paint Jesus 
portrait, berween his own alertness and grief, and the crass 
somnolence of his disciples. 


Jesus arrested by an armed group; abandoned by his disciples 
And while he was stil) speaking, look! Judas (one of the Twelve!) came. and with 
him a huge crowd, with swords and clubs, from the chief priests and elders of the 
people. The one who was betraying him had given them a signal: “The one [ kiss is 
the one; artest him.’ 

And immediately he approached Jesus and said, ‘Hello, Rabbi’, and kissed him. 

Jesus said to him, "My friend, [do] what you are here for.’ Then they approached 
and Laid hands on Jesus and arrested him. 

And look! One of those with Jesus stretched out his hand and drew his sword, 
and struck che High Priest’s slave, cutting off his car. Then Jesus says to him, 
‘Renum your sword τὸ its place; all chose who take the sword will die by che sword. 
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Or do you think that I am unable to call on my Father, and he'll give me more 
than cwelve legtons of angels? But how chen are the scriptures co be fulfilled [that 
say] it must happen this way?’ 

At that hour, Jesus said co the crowds, ‘You came out to arrest me with swords 
and clubs — just as if I was a bandit! 1 used τὸ sit ceaching in the Temple every day, 
and vou didn’ arrest me. Burt all chis happened so thac the Prophets’ scriptures 
might be fulfilled.’ 

Then all the disciples abandoned him and fled. 


This is a sombre episode; the betrayal by a member of Jesus’ 
intimate circle, and the arresting parry, armed to the teeth, ‘from the 
chief priests and elders’ is noc how it should have been. 

After the detail about the excision of the High Priest's slave's ear, 
Matthew puts on Jesus’ lips a speech that ts entirely characteristic (if 
slightly awkward syntactically). The reference to che twelve legions 
of angels will remind us of the second temptation in Chapter 4, 
when the devil suggested chat Jesus might safely chrow himself down, 
and of the end of that scene, when the ‘angels came and served him’. 
The point is that he can safely trust his Father. Hence the reference 
to the fulfilment of Scripture (we shall find the number of such 
references increasing once more now, as the story approaches its 
climax). 

Jesus’ gentle and somewhat wry reproach about being regarded as 
a ‘bandit’ will bring us up short a bic later, when hell be crucified 
berween owo real bandits. 


Jesus before the Sanhedrin 


Those who had arrested Jesus took him to [the house of] Caiaphas the High Priest, 
where the scribes and chief priests had gathered. Peter followed him from a 
distance as far as the High Priest’s courtyard; he wenr in and sat down with the 
servants, to see what the end would be. 

The chief priests and the whole Sanhedrin were looking for false evidence 
against Jesus in order to put him to death; and they couldnt find any, even though 
many false witnesses came forward. Later on, nvo approached and said, “This man 
said, “I can destroy the Temple of God and in three days rebuild ic.” And the High 
Priest rose up and said to him, ‘Do you have no answer? What is [it chat] chese 
men are testifying apainst you?’ Jesus was silent; and che High Priest said to him, 11 
adjure you, by the Living God, thar you tell us if you are che Messiah, che Son of 
God.’ 

Jesus says to him, ‘You have said so; bur I am telling you, from now on, you will 
see the Son of Man seated on the right hand of power and coming on the clouds of 
heaven.’ 

Then the High Priest tore his garments, saying, He has blasphemed! What need 
do we have of any more witnesses? Look! You've heard the blasphemy now — what 
do you think?’ 

They answered, “He deserves death.’ 

Then they spat on his face and struck him; and some of them slapped him, 
saying, Prophesy to us, Messiah — who was ic that hit you?’ 
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This moment has been rushing towards us from the very beginning 
of che Gospel; Macthew had spoken chere of the religious 
authorities being ‘gathered’ or ‘synagogued’ to give Herod the 
information he needed, and the same verb is used here of them (as 
also, significantly, at 22:34, 41; 27:17, 62; 28:12 - and see also 
24:28). Peter is contrasted with chem: he is not ‘gathered’, but 
bravely alone; while they are presented as ‘looking for false evidence’, 
he is looking ‘to sce what the end would be’. And to heighten the 
contrast, Marthew deliberately makes che High Priest's question, ‘I 
adjure you by the Living God, chat you tell us if you are the 
Messiah, the Son of God’ an echo of Peter's (quite accurate} 
statement at 16:16: “You are the Messiah, che Son of the Living 
God.’ The malcreatment with which the episode ends only confirms 
another contrast, berween this sordid pettiness, and Jesus’ quiet 


dignity. 


Peter's triple denial 


ὅδ Meanwhile, Peter was sitting outside in che courtyard. And a little slave girl 
approached him and said, “You were also with Jesus the Galilean.’ He denied it 
before [them] all, saying, ‘] have no idea what you are talking [abouc]’. He went 
out to the entrance, and another (slave girl) saw him, and said to the people who 
were there, “This man was with Jesus che Nazarene’; and again he denied it (with 
an oath!), Ἷ don't know the man.’ A lirtle while later, the bystanders approached 
and said to Peter, “You're certainly one of them, for in face your accent shows you 
up. Then he began cursing and swearing, 1 dont know the man.’ 
And immediately a cock crowed. And Peter remembered Jesus’ words: he had 
said, ‘before the cock crows, you will deny me chree times’. And he went out and 


wept bitterly. 


This is a dreadfully sad story, even chough we could see it coming. 
We admire Peter's courage in being there at all, buc he cant even 
cope with a couple of slave girls, or che evidence of chat frightful 
Galilean accent, and he'll do anything to convince chem char hes 
never even heard of che one whom he had, ten chapters earlier, 
proclaimed as ‘the Messiah, the Son of che Living God’, and whom 
he was never, ever, going to deny ‘even if I'm required τὸ dee with 
you!” His tears, however, must count for something. 


Judas’s change of heart, and Barabbas’s release, framed by the 
interview with Pilate. Jesus three times proclaimed innocent 

27} In the early morning, all the chief priests and elders of the people took counsel 
against Jesus, so as to put him τὸ deach; and they tied him up and led him off and 
handed him over to Pilate, che governor. 

Then Judas, his betrayer, seeing thar he had been condemned, had a change of 

heart, and returned the thirty silver pieces to the chief priests and elders, saying, I 
have sinned in betraying innocent blood.’ Bur they said, “What is that to us? That's 
your problem.’ And he flung the silver pieces inco che Ternple and departed, and 
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went off and hanged himself. The chief priests cook the silver pieces and said, ‘It ts 
not permitted to put it into the Temple creasury, since it is the price of blood.’ So 
they took counsel, and with the money they bought the Potter's Field as a burial- 
ground for foreigners. That is why chat field is called “Blood Field’ ro the present 
day. Then [the word] was fulfilled that was spoken through Jeremiah the propher, 
‘And they took thirty pieces of silver, the price of the one wha had been priced, 
whom they priced from among the children of Israel. And they gave it for the 
Potrer’s Field, as che Lord had ordered me. 

Meanwhile, Jesus stood before the governor, and the governor interrogated him, 
‘Are you the King of the Jews?’ Jesus said, “You say so.’ And while he was being 
accused by the chief priests and elders, he made no reply. Then Pilate says co him, 
‘Don't you hear how much evidence they're bringing against you?’ And he didn’t 
reply to him, nor even to a single charge, which lefr che governor quite 
dumbfounded. 

Now at the feast, che governor was accustomed to free a prisoner for the crowd, 
anyone they wanted. At thac cime, they had a notorious prisoner called Barabbas. 
So when they were gachered, Pilate said to them, “W/ho do you want me to set free 
for you, Barabbas, or Jesus, known as Messiah?’ (For he was well aware chat envy 
had led them to hand him over.) 

As he sat on his judgement-seat, his wife sent to him, saying, Have nothing to 
do with that righteous person; for ] have suffered a greac deal in a dream today on 
his account. 

The chief priests and che elders worked on the crowds co ask for Barabbas and 
kill Jesus. The governor said, “Which of the rwo shall I release for you?’ They said, 
‘Barabbas.’ Pilate said, ‘So what shal! 1 do with Jesus called Messiah?’ They all say, 
‘Ler him be crucified.’ He said, “Why? What evil has he done?’ They yelled louder 
than ever, Let him be crucihed! 

When Pilate saw that he was doing no good, but chat actually a riot was 
imminent, he took water and washed his hands in the presence of the crowd, 
saying, 1 am innocent of this murder. It is your problem. And the whole people 
replied, ‘His blood on ourselves and on our children.’ Then he released Barabbas; 


but he whipped Jesus, and handed him over to be crucified. 


Once again, Jesus, strong and silent in chis scene, is contrasted with 
those around him: Pilate is ineffectual in his attempts to acquit ‘the 
King of the Jews’ (this title, che nearest a Roman functionary could 
get co ‘Messiah’ recalls che ractless question of those other Gentiles, 
who came to Jerusalem, way back in Chapter 2, looking for ‘the one 
born King of the Jews); Judas realises thac he has got ic wrong, and 
ends up apparently committing suicide; Barabbas, for all his 
criminalicy, goes free; and the leaders will allow nothing co deflect 
them from murder. Only Mrs Pilate resists che trend, although we 
should notice that both Judas and Pilate declare Jesus innocent. 
Pilate performs a very Jewish gesture in publicly washing his 
hands (co understand it, look at Deuteronomy 21:6-8); and when 
the crowd calls for ‘blood on us and on our children’ (echoing the 
traditional formula ac Leviticus 20:9-16; see also 2 Samuel 1:16), we 
have to remember that this is che most Jewish of Gospels, and 
cannot be read as justifying che anti-Jewish viclence and bloodshed 
that has disgraced Christian history. This is a battle within Judaism 
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on which we are eavesdropping. Unusually for Matthew, the 
quotation he attributes to Jeremiah is actually from Zechariah 
11:12, 13 (more or less}; but he may also be thinking of Jeremiah 
42:6-15. 


Jesus is mocked and crucified 


Then che governor's soldiers took Jesus into the Praetorium; and they gathered the 
whole cohort round him. They undressed him and put a scarlet cloak on him: and 
they plaited a crown made of thorns and put it on his head, and a reed in his right 
hand. Then they genuflected before him and had fun with him, saying ‘Hail -- 
King of the Jews!’, and they spat on him, and took the reed and beac him on his 
head. And when theyd had their fun with him, they took the scarlet cloak off him. 
and took him out to crucify him. 

As they went our, they found a Cyrenean man called Simon; and they conscripted 
this fellow to carry his cross. And they came to a place called Golgotha, which 
means Skul] Place’. They gave him a drink of wine mixed with gall. When he 
tasted it, he refused co drink it. They crucified him, ‘dividing his garments’, and 
‘casting lows’. And they sat down and kept watch on him chere. And above his head. 
chey put the indictment against him: 


“This is Jesus, the King of the Jews.’ 


Then two bandits were crucified with him, one on the right and one on the left. 
The passers-by abused him, and shook their heads, and said, “You are [the one} 
who destroys che Temple and rebuilds it in three days — save yourself, if you are Son 
of God, and come down from the cross!’ 

Similarly che chief priests had fun with the scribes and elders and said, ‘He saved 
others — he can’t save himself He's che King of Israel; let him come down from che 
cross now, and we'll believe in him. He trusted in God: Jer [God} deliver him now, 
if he wants him. Because he said, “I am Son of God.”’ 

Similarly che bandits who had been crucihed with him reviled him. 


The crucifixion of Jesus is framed by ewo pieces of mockery. First 
the soldiers play an elaborate game of ‘King’; Jesus is dressed up in 
royal artire (scarlet cloak, crown, sceptre) and given a parody of 
royal homage. where genufection and royal form of address turn to 
spitting and violence; then he is reduced to nakedness again, and an 
Aftican is conscripted τὸ play the part of a disciple and ‘carry his 
cross. He is crucified, with a label above his head thac is presumably 
incended τὸ be mocking, calling him ‘King of the Jews. Marthew 
notes carefully how Psalm 22 is fulfilled: ‘dividing garments . . 
casting lots echoes verse 18, and ‘let God deliver him’ goes back to 
verse &; the psalm will be explicitly quoted again when Jesus dics. 

Then after Jesus has been crucihed, he is mocked in turn by the 
spectators, by the religious establishmenc, and by his fellow convicts. 
The phrase ‘if you are the Son of God’ is familiar τὸ us from the 
temptation, back in Chapter 4. The question it implies has faced 
the reader ail the way chrough the Gospel. Jesus is Son of God, bur 
not in that dramatic, spectacular way. As for “King of the Jews’, char 
is the point agreed by both che Magi and Herod. 
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Jesus dies 


From midday, darkness came on all the earth, until three o'clock. And at about 
three o'clock, Jesus shouted out in a loud voice, saying, “Eli, Eli, lema sabachthant’, 
that is, ‘My God, my God, why did you abandon me?’ Some of the bystanders, 
when they heard it, said, “This one’s calling for Elijah!’ And immediately one of 
them ran and rook a sponge, and fllled ic with vinegar, put it round a reed, and 
gave it co him to drink. Others said, ‘Leave him alone — let's see if Elijah comes to 
save him.’ Jesus again cried out in a loud voice and gave up the spirit. 

And look! The veil of the Temple was torn in rwo from top to botrom; and the 
earth quaked, and the rocks were split, and the tombs were opened, and many 
bodies of the saints who had fallen asleep were raised, and they came our of the 
tombs, after his Resurrection, and entered the Holy Ciry and appeared to many. 

The centurion and those who were watching Jesus with him saw the earthquake 
and the things that had happened, and they were very afraid, saying, “Iruly this 
man was Son of God.’ 

There were many women looking on from a distance; they had followed Jesus 
from Galilee, looking after him. Among them were Mary Magdalene, and Mary 
the mother of Jacob and Joseph, and the mother of the sons of Zebedee. 


The death of Jesus is starkly told, more or less following Mark. As 
before, Martchew subtly insists (quoting Psalms 22:1 and 69:21) 
thac Jesus fulfils the scriptures. His dearh is greeted wich signs, and 
the parry wich the centurion proclaim him Son of God, answering 
the devil’s question (4:3,6), and confirming what the reader already 
knows (3:17: 16:16; 17:5, not to mention che evidence of demons 
at 8:29, and disciples at 14:33). 

The women are there, though the men have fled, and the alert 
reader will notice the presence of the mother of the sons of Zebedee, 
who was last seen asking for the top jobs for her sons. Things have 
changed round here. 


Jesus is buried (in three scenes) 


When evening arrived, there came a wealthy man from Arimathea (Joseph was his 
name), who was himself discipled to Jesus. He came τὸ Pilate and asked for Jesus 
body. Pilate ordered it to be given to him. He took the body of Jesus and wrapped 
i¢ in a clean linen cloth, and put it in his new comb, which he had carved in che 
rock; and he rolled a big stone to the door of the tomb and went off. 

Mary the Magdalene was there, and the other Many, sitting in front of the grave. 

The next day, which was after the Preparation Day, the chief priests and 
Pharisees gathered cogether [licerally, ‘synagogued’} to Pilate, and said, “Lord, we 
have remembered that this impostor said, while he was still alive, “I am being 
raised after three days”. So order the prave to be made secure until the third day; 
[we don't want] his disciples to come and steal him and cell che people “he’s been 
raised from the dead”, [because chen] the lase imposture will be worse than che 
hrst.’ Pilate told them, ‘You have a guard; go and secure it as you know [how].’ 
They went off and secured the tomb, with the guard. 


Matthew tells the story in three scenes. In the first, a named and 
apparently prominent person provides a site that can be located 
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later on, a new tomb, and a clean cloth. In the second, there are two 
witnesses, who knew Jesus. In the third, chere is an attempt to 
prevent the disciples from ‘body-snatching’ (mot chat they were 
psychologically in a position co artempt anything of the sort), Marthew’s 
intention is to make it clear that the grave was known and clearly 
identified, and to exclude the possibility of error or fraud. Naturally 
the empry tomb does noc demonstrate the truth of Christian belief 
in the Resurrection; but on the other hand ic is hard to see how the 
first Christians could have proclaimed that Jesus was risen if his 
body could have been easily produced. 


The angel tells the women ‘he is risen’ 


28" Late [in the night after} the Sabbath, towards dawn on che first day of the week, 


Mary Magdalene and the other Mary camc to see the grave. And look! There was a 
great earthquake; for the angel of the Lord came down from heaven and came and 
rolled away the stone, and sat on top of it. And his appearance was like lightning, 
and his clothing white as snow. Those who were keeping watch were shaken with 
fear of him, and they became like corpses. The angel spoke to the women, ‘Don’t 
you be afraid; because I know chat you are looking for Jesus, the crucified one. He 
is not here; for he is risen, as he said. Come here; look at the place where he was 
lying. And quick, go and cell his disciples, “He's risen from the dead and look! He's 
going before you to Galilee -- you will see him there.” Look! I have told you.’ 


Matthew tells che Resurrection story in four scenes. In this first one, 
the women bravely come to the comb, and discover that the angel of 
the Lord is there before them, the stone rolled away, and the tomb 
empty, because “he is risen’. And the stare-of-the-are security team? 
They are ‘like corpses’, and it was their job precisely τὸ look after a 
corpse! The women are given che good news, and appointed as 
apostles to the apostles. The angel may remind us of the trans- 
figured Jesus (17:2); and perhaps see also Revelation 1:14-16. 


The women meet Jesus 


And they went away quickly from the tomb, with fear and great joy; they were 
running co tell the disciples. And look! Jesus met them, saying, ‘Hail’ [licerally, 
‘rejoice }; and they approached and held on τὸ his feet and worshipped him. Then 
Jesus says to chem, ‘Dont be afraid. Go and tell my brothers [and sisters] to go to 
Galilee — and they'll see me there.’ 


Mark had the women running away into silence, telling no one 
(except, of course, chat they must have said something to somconc). 
In Matthew the women set out to perform theic mission, and have 
this unexpected encounter with the one who is unmistakably he 
whom they had seen buried: they do the appropriate thing, like the 
Magi back at the beginning of the story, and ‘worship’, and cheir 
mission is reconfirmed, with the instruction, ‘Dont be afraid.’ So 
it’s off to Galilee (where the mission is τὸ be lived our). 
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What about the guard? 


As they went, look! Some of the guard came to the city and reported to the chief 
priests everything that had happened. And they gathered together ['synagogued | 
with the elders, and took counsel, and gave the soldiers plency of silver pieces, 
telling thern, ‘Say that his disciples came by night_and stole him while we were 
asleep. And if the report gets to che governor, we'll reassure him and see you right.’ 
They took the silver pieces and did as they had been caught. And this story has 
spread about among the Jews until the present day. 


Meanwhile, the guard, so carefully posted, is doing its corpse- 
imitation. Matthew skilfully cakes them off-stage, and in so doing 
confirms the face of the empty comb (for the story would not have 
been spread if the body of Jesus could be produced). 


Final words of the Gospel; the mission to fearful disciples 


The eleven disciples journeyed to Galilee, co the mountain which Jesus had 
commanded them. And when they saw him, they worshipped — but they doubted. 

And Jesus approached and spoke to them, ‘All auchoricy in heaven and on earth 
is given to me. So go and make disciples of all the Gentiles, baptising them in the 
name of the Father, and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, ceaching chem co keep 
everything that | have commanded you. And look! J am with you all che days, up 
to the consummation of the age.’ 


This is a powerful scene with which to conclude this remarkable 
Gospel. Notice that the disciples are eleven now, a reminder that 
one of his intimates had betrayed Jesus and chen committed suicide. 

They go to Galilee, as instructed, and to ‘the mountain’, a location 
which, though vague enough in itself, has been important throughout 
this Gospel, 

The disciples show the correct response: ‘they worshipped’, a 
gesture first performed by che Magi; burt, like all disciples down che 
ages, they are a bit unsure: ‘they doubred’, 

Then we are given a further clue to Jesus’ idencicy: ‘all auchoricy in 
heaven and on earth is given to him, which is a very grand claim 
indeed. And this leads directly into the mission τὸ the Gentiles: 
‘make disciples of them’, says jesus, using the same verb that we 
encountered at the end of Chapter 13, when he spoke of the ‘scribe 
discipled in che kingdom of heaven’, and in Chapter 27, where 
Joseph of Arimathea was ‘discipled to Jesus’. And they are τὸ baptise 
these Gentiles in the triune name of Father, Son and Holy Spiric 
{another fragment of che liturgy of Matthew's church?) and pass on 
the teaching of the Sermon on the Mount and those other 
discourses chat we have heard. Finally comes the promise, picking 
up the reference to Emmanuel in Chapter 1, and to the Church in 
Chapter 18, ‘I am with you. It is only on the supposition of that 


unfailing and faithful presence that Matthew can write a Gospel at 
all. 
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Introduction 


Mark’s is the shortest Gospel, and ic is probably the one that was first to be written. 
So Mark may be said to have invented the Gospel farm, which gives him a special 
claim on our attention. His Greek is vigorous, bur not always very grammatical, 
and readers will find this translation jarring in places, as I have tried to preserve in 
English the ‘feel’ that it has in the original Greek. 

Some things to ook out for: Mark's Gospel is intended to answer two questions: 


* Who ts Jesus? 
¢ What must Jesus disciples be ike? 


As you read through, ask yourself how Mark approaches these questions. One thing 
that may help is to notice the haunting ambiguities of the Gospel, the mystery of 
who Jesus is, and the painful mystery of discipleship. You will notice at times that 
Mark leaves questions hanging in the air, such as ‘Who can forgive sins, bur God 
alone?’ or ‘Who is this, that even the wind and the sea obey him?’ Mark does not 
give an answer; the reader must supply their own. 
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The Title 
Beginning of the good news of Jesus Messiah Son af God. 


Wich this characteristically curt announcement we start our reading 
of the first of the Gospels to be written. ‘Beginning’ tells the reader 
where we are, of course, but may also serve as an echo of the 
opening words of the Bible. ‘Good news’ (in Greek, evangelion) has 
come, through the Anglo-Saxon ‘god-spel’, into English as ‘gospel’. 
It reflects on the one hand an Old Testament background, where 
the word refers to the proclamation of God's great deeds, and on the 
other hand a background in the Roman Empire, where it can be 
used for something like che announcement of a birth to the royal 
house, or a Roman victory in far-off places. ‘Messiah’ comes into Greek 
as Christ’, but in chis Gospel, as opposed to the letters of Paul, tt is 
a cide rather than a name. ‘Son of God’ is noc in all manuscripts, 
buc tt is likely τὸ be what Mark wrote, and is almost certainly whar 
he meant. 


The emergence of John the Baptist 
As ic is written in Isaiah the Prophet: 


‘Look! | am sending my messenger before your face, 
who will prepare your way; 
a voice of one shouting in the desert: 
“Prepare the way of the Lord, 
make straight his pachs.”’ 


There arose John, baptising in the desert and proclaiming a baptism of repentance 
for forgiveness of sins. And there journeyed out to him the whole Judaean region, 
and all che Jerusalemices, and they wanted to get baptised by him in the River Jordan, 
confessing their sins. 

And John was clothed in camel-hair; and there was a leather belt about his loins. 
And he was eating locusts and wild honey. 


Mark's is a mysterious Gospel, and it is mysterious from the very 
beginning. The quotation that he acteibutes to Isaiah is not in fact 
wholly from that source. The opening lines of it are from either 
Exodus 23:20 (in the Greek version) or from Malachi 3:1. Only 
after that does Mark revert to Isaiah (40:3, in the Greek version). 
Why is this so? The reader muse decide -- but you can exclude any 
idea that Mark didn't know his Old Testament. 

Also mysterious is the fact chat Mark starts his Gospel, mot with 
Jesus {as you might expect}, but with John che Bapost. This must mean 
that in some sense John gives a clue to che mystery — including, 
apparently, thac Jesus may properly be called “Lord’ tn a passage thar 
clearly referred originally to God. 

We notice chat John's mission (and therefore presumably that of 
Jesus) has something to do with confronting the reality of sin (‘a 
baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins . . . confessing their 
sins’), We also note, with perhaps a slight shudder, John’s austere 
clothing and unactracuve diet. 
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The message of John the Baptust 


And he started proclaiming, saying: “The Stronger-One-Than-Me is coming after 
me, of whom | am not worthy to stoop down and untie the thong of his sandals. I 
baptised you with water, while he will baptise you by the Holy Spirit.’ 


John’s message rurns out co be all-abour Jesus, pointing to Jesus 
superiority: Jesus is ‘stronger, incomparably superior (the task of 
untying sandals was a slave's job), and his baptism is ‘wich che Holy 
Spirit’, a nocion that Mark has yet τὸ explain to us. 


The haptism of Jesus 


And it happened in chose days Jesus came from Nazareth of Galilee and was 
baptised in the Jordan by John. And immediately coming up out of the water he 
saw the heavens dividing and che Spirit like a dove coming down upon him. And a 
voice came out of the heavens: 


‘You are my Son, the beloved; in you I have taken pleasure.’ 


We may puzzle at this, as perhaps the early Christians did: if Jesus is 
so superior to John, why did he have to be baptised by him? Mark 
does not really give us an answer, except that a) Jesus sees the heavens 
dividing (which means chat what happens is God's doing), and the 
Holy Spirit descending (as John the Baptist had indicated) and δ) 
Jesus is publicly afhrmed as God's Son. We watch with renewed 
Interest. 


Jesus in the desert 


And immediately the Spirit hurls him out into the desert. And he was in the desert 
forty days being tested by che Satan, and he was with the beasts. And the angels 
began to serve him. 


There is a breathless, urgent quality in these early chapters, partly 
engendered by Mark's repetition of che word ‘immediately (How 
many times does he use chis word in the first pwo chapters?). What 
the Spirit does here is normally translated as ‘sent’, but the word is 
more powerful chan this might suggest. And notice the ‘historic 
present (Ὥς hurls’ for ‘he hurled’), which Mark favours; I have left 
it so in the translation, to give the ‘feel’ of the original. 


The beginning of Jesus’ mission 
Now after John had been handed over, Jesus carne to Galilee proclaiming the good 
news of God and saying, “The right-time has been fulfilled and the kingdom of 


God has drawn near. Repent and believe in che good news.’ 


Note che starkness of this: the moment when the mission begins is 
the moment of the arrest of the ‘Forerunner’. There is great urgency 
in Jesus’ proclamation: it is mow that a decision is required. Like 
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John, Jesus tells his hearers that they must repenc, but he also tells 
them to ‘believe the good news’. This is the second time the cecm 


‘good news’ has been used in the Gospel. 


The sudden calling of two sets of brothers 


And going along by the Sea of Galilee he saw Simon and Andrew the brother of 
Simon casting in τῆς sea (for they were fishermen). And Jesus said to chem, ‘Come 
here, after me, and I'll make you become fishers of human beings.’ And immediately 
abandoning their nets they followed him. 

And going a little further he saw James the son of Zebedee and John his brorher 
- and them in the boat repairing their nets. And immediately he called them. And 
abandoning their father Zebedee in the boat with the hirelings they went off after 


him. 


Notice thar this episode takes place ‘by the Sea of Galilee’. You will 
see that whenever we hear this phrase in Mark, something important 
is about to happen. The call is a very seriking one: first Simon, and 
his brother with che Greek name, simply leave everything to follow 
Jesus, withouc complaint or excuse, or even any apparent surprise, 
perhaps in response co the little joke abouc becoming ‘Ashers of 
human beings’. Then two other brothers answer the call, with the 
added detai] that they abandon their father Zebedee and his staff. 
Mark's Gospel is written co answer two questions: “Who ts Jesus?’, 


and “What must Jesus’ disciples be like? 


In the synagogue at Caphernaum 


And they encer into Caphernaum. And immediately on the Sabbath going into the 
synagogue he began to teach. And they were amazed at his teaching. For he was 
teaching them as though he had authoriry, and not like che scribes. 

And immediately there was in their synagogue a man with an unclean spirit and 
he shouted out, saying, ‘What do we have to do with you, Jesus Nazarene? You 
have come to destroy us. | know who you are, the Holy One of God.’ And Jesus 
scolded him, saying, “Shut up and come our of him.’ And the unclean spirit, 
convulsing and crying with a great cry, came out of him. And chey were all astonished, 
so that they debated with each other, saying, ‘What's this? New teaching with 
authority? He even gives instructions to the unclean spirits, and they obey him.’ 

And his reputation immediately went out into the whole surrounding area of the 


Galilee. 


Now we see Jesus, for the first time in the Gospel, doing something 
that is an imporcant part of Mark's understanding of him, namely 
teaching. The teaching has an immediate effect: ‘they were amazed’. 
We shall sec chis ‘amazement’ again and again in che Gospel, describing 
Jesus’ impact on people, especially disciples. His teaching is also 
‘wich authoriry’, we gather. ‘Authoriry’ is another word to look our 
for throughout the Gospel. We also see the first mention of ‘the 
scribes’, who are going τὸ represent (largely but not wholly -- see 
12:28-34) Jesus’ opponencs. Here already we can detect che tension. 
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Jesus displays effortless ‘auchority’, telling unclean spirits where 
they get off, even though they try to exercise power over him hy 
correctly identifying him as ‘Jesus Nazarene -- the Holy One of 
God’, They can do norhing against him, however. 

Notice that Jesus is said ro ‘scold’ che unclean spirit. There will be 
other uses of this verb in the course ef the Gospel. 


Simon Peter's mother-in-law 


And immediately coming out of the synagogue they came into the house of Simon 
and of Andrew with James and John. Now the mother-in-law of Simon lay sick, 
fevered. And immediately they cell him about her. And approaching he raised her 
up, taking her hand. And the fever abandoned her. And she was serving them. 


This healing is, as always with Jesus’ miracles, effortless. It shows, 
moreover, Jesus’ complete indifference to questions of ritual purity: 
he touches someone who is a woman, and perhaps on the point of 
death. Finally, the healing brings her co a point where she can do 
‘service’, the proud cask of angels (1:13) and of Jesus himself (10:45) 
and of Jesus’ disciples. 


Healings, once the Sabbath is over 


When it grew late, when the sun set, they brought to him all those who were in a 
bad way, including chose who had demons. And the entire city was gathered at the 
door. And he cured many who were tn a bad way with various diseases. And he 
hurled out many demons and he did not allow the demons to speak because chey 


knew him, 


Here Mark gives us a little picture of what it was all like: Jesus’ 
reputation has spread, and once the Sabbath Is over people can 
bring their sick to him. His impact is immense: ‘The entire city was 
gathered at the door. 

Notice the command to silence (sometimes called the ‘Messianic 
Secret). This is the first of many times that we shall meet it. Here it 
is addressed to the demons, ‘because they knew him’, (Later on, we 
shall see chat, as you might expect, no one cakes any notice of the 
command.) 


Jesus at prayer; Jesus misunderstood; Jesus continues the mission 


And early in the morning, when it was deep in che night, rising up he went out and 
went away to a deserted place. And there he began to pray. And Simon and those 
with him went chasing after him. And they tell him, ‘Everyone is looking for you.’ 
And he says co them, ‘Let's go elsewhere, to the neighbouring market towns, so 
that 1 may proclaim there also. Because for this | came out.’ 


We go further into the mystery of who Jesus is. Here we note chat 
he is one who needs to pray. We note also that ‘Simon’ (already 
taking on a certain prominence in che group) really does not 
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understand him and clearly regards chis prayer business ἃς a waste of 
mme. We should, however, be startled, on reading the story, to 
notice that Jesus neither scolds Simon for interrupting his prayer- 
life, nor grudgingly consents to come back with them; instead he 
takes us by surprise and points our new directions for his mission. 


Teaching, proclamation, exorcism, the healing of a leper 

And he wenc into cheir synagogues, into the whole of the Galilee, proclaiming, and 
hurling out demons. And a leper comes to him, begging him. falling on his knees 
and telling him, ‘If you want, you can make me clean.’ And taking piry, stretching 
out his hand, he touched him and tells him, ‘t do want: be made clean’. And 
immediately the leprosy went away from him, and he was made clean. And sternly 
warning him he immediately drove him our. And he cells him, ‘See chat you say 
nothing to anybody. Instead, go, show yourself, and make the offering chat Moses 
prescribed wich regard τὸ your cleansing, as a witness to them.’ Bur he went out 
and he started to proclaim many chings and to spread the word; so that he could 
no longer go into a city; instead, he was outside, in deserted places. And they 
started to come to him from all sides. 


This first chapter leaves us quite out of breath as it comes to its end, 
if we have been trying to keep up with Jesus, as we watch him 
travelling, teaching, ‘hurling out demons. Then there comes a 
major test, the encounter with the highly contagious disease of 
leprosy. We repress a shudder as Jesus actually touches the leper: 
then he states his determination to ‘make him clean’, and the leprosy 
disappears as easily as Simon's mother-in-law's fever. Once again 
there ts the command co silence. 

Notice the uncertainty about τῆς identity of ‘he’, ‘him’, ‘them’ in 
this passage. It is a difficulty in reading Mark that we often have to 


guess whom his pronouns arc referring to. 


The paralytic who came through the roof 


And coming again into Caphernaum several days later, it was heard that he was in 
[che] house. And many gathered so that he could no longer go, nor even to the 
door, and he began to speak to them The Message. And they came, carrying τὸ him 
a paralytic lifted up by four [people]. And nor being able to bring [him] τὸ him, 
because of the crowd, they unroofed the roof [of the house] where he was, and 
digging out [the clay of che roof?} they lee down the mactress where the paralytic 
lay. And seeing their faith Jesus says to che paralytic, ‘Child, your sins are forgiven. 
Now chere were some of the scribes sitting, and arguing in their hearts, “Why does 
this fellow speak in chis way? He blasphemes. Who can forgive sin, except onc 
person, namely God?’ And immediately Jesus, knowing in his spirie that they were 
arguing in their hearts in this way, says τὸ them, “Why do you argue chese things in 
your heart? What is easier, to say τὸ the paralytic, “Your sins are forgiven you,” or 
to say “Arise and take up your mattress and walk”? But so that you may know thar 


86 


MARK 2 


the Son of Man has authoricy to forgive sins on earth’ — he says to the paralytic -- 

“lo you 1 say, arise, take up your mattress, and go to your house.’ And he arose and 

immediately taking up the mattress he wenc out before all of them. 

Vhe result was that all were beside chemselves, and glorihted God, saying, “Like 

this we never saw. 
We are supposed to be startled by a number of things here. There is 
the hreathless sense of the crowds surrounding Jesus, dramatically 
signalled hy the unusual rearrangement of the coof, There is the 
unrcferred ‘he (who can only he Jesus) in the Arse line. There ts the 
reference to the ‘house’ (possibly chat of Simon and Andrew, the 
only one we have previously seen). The “house in Mark's Gospel ts 
often (though not here) a place where Jesus gives private instruction 
to his disciples. 

The next thing to startle us is what Jesus says; not, as we may have 
heen expecting, some command to the paralysis co depart, hut, τὸ 
the paralytic, ‘Child, your sins are forgiven.’ This assertion of the 
man's status as child may perhaps be related to Jesus’ sense of (τοῦ as 
‘Father’. ‘This has only been hinted at so far in the Gospel, with the 
two references to Jesus as ‘Son’. And the forgiveness of sins, presumably 
a diagnosis of what was ready wrong with the man, is a great shock. 
And it is not only the reader who 1s shocked. Rather surprisingly, we 
learn that ‘some of the scrihes (who have already been dismissed as 
heing less impressive teachers chan Jesus) were ‘sitting there’, and 
take this quite amiss, They immediately raise the question whether 
Jesus is claiming a function reserved to God. Jesus doesnt trouble co 
answer them, hue offers them the expected healing as a proof that 
‘the Son of Man has authoricy (that word again) to forgive sins on 
earth’. 

Who is this Son of Man? Clearly Jesus; hut it is the first time we 
have met the expression, which reads like a title of some sort. We 
shall watch carefully for ic in future. Some scholars prefer to translate 
it as something like ‘the Human One’, to preserve inclusive language; 
huc a) it clearly refers onty to Jesus, and h) ic was clearly an expression 
thar was frequently on Jesus’ lips, so [ have judged it worth che risk 
of leaving it as it stands. 

Two other things: “Che Message’ is capitalised because Mark has 
put it in a curiously emphatic place in che sentence. And, second, 
the result of τῆς episode is to direct praise, nor to Jesus, but first to 
God: ‘the result was that all were beside themselves, and glorified God’. 


Jesus and revenue collectors 


And he went out again, beside the sea. And the whole crowd came to him, and he 
was teaching them, And passing by he saw Levi of Alphacus sitting at the revenue 
οἴδες. And he says to him, ‘Follow me.’ And rising up he followed him. 

And it happens that he ts lying down [to dine] in his house, and many revenue 
collectors and sinners lay down [to dine] with Jesus and with his disciples. For they 
were many, and they followed him. 


Be 
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And the scribes of the Pharisees, seeing that he was eating with sinners and 
revenue collectors, started saying to his disciples, ‘He's eating with revenue collectors 
and sinners.’ Jesus overheard and says to them, ‘The strong do not have need of a 
doctor, bur those who are in a bad way. I did not come τὸ call che just, burt sinners.’ 


Once again, this important episode takes place ‘beside che sea’; once 
more, Jesus attracts the crowds. There is a new departure here, 
however, in that Jesus is seen in company with some far-from- 
desirable friends, the associates of the ‘revenue collector’, Levi of 
Alphacus. The main thing to notice, though, is how instantly Levi 
responds to the command: ‘follow me’. This leads to a celebration 
with some equally undesirable characters, which raises some more 
disapproving questions from the ‘scribes’ (this cime the ‘scribes of 
the Pharisees’). Jesus then announces his rather subversive mission- 
starernent: 1 did not come to call the just, buc sinners.’ 


Jesus’ disciples don't fast! 


And the disciples of John, and the Pharisees, wete fasting. And they come and sav 
to him, ‘Why do the disciples of John, and the disciples of the Pharisees fast, but 
your disciples do not fase?’ And Jesus said to chem, ‘Surely the sons of the bridal 
chamber cant fast during the time when the bridegroom is with them? As long as 
they have the bridegroom with them, they cannot fast. Bue days will come when 
the bridegroom is taken away from them, and then they will fase on that day. 

‘No one sows a patch of new cloth on an old garment. Otherwise, the new one 
takes the fullness away from the old one, and the tear becomes worse. 

‘And no one pours new wine into old wineskins. Otherwise the wine will break 
the skins, and so both the wine and the skins are destroyed. So. New Wine into 
New Flasks.’ 


Clearly Jesus has been identified as a figure of religious significance; 
so, his opponents (now Pharisees and followers of the Baptist) ask 
agpressively, why don't his disciples behave more religiously? The 
answer that Jesus’ critics are given is in terms of a wedding: he is the 
bridegroom in God's wedding-feast, and now is the moment for 
celebration, nor fasting. Jesus tells his first two ‘parables to support 
his point, abouc patching old garments, and about boning new wine. 
Eicher way, the message is the same: Jesus is Different. 


Jesus’ disciples don’t keep Sabbath 


And it happened τῇδε on the Sabbath he was journcying through the sown fields, 
and his disciples started to make their way plucking the ears of com. And the 
Pharisees said co him, ‘Look: they are doing something on the Sabbath for which 
there is no authority.’ And he says to them, ‘Did you never read what David did, 
when he had need, and he and those with him were hungry, how he entered the 
house of Ged, in the days of Abiathar the priest, and devoured the loaves of 
presenration, which no one except the priests has authority to eat, and he gave 
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them co those who were with him?’ And he said to them, “The Sabbath came into 
existence for the sake of human beings, and not human beings for the sake of the 
Sabbath, so thar the Son of Man is Lord also of the Sabbath.’ 


Once again, Jesus’ disciples cause trouble, this time by performing 
an activity that ts forbidden on the Sabbath, which seems odd, 
piven that chey are followers of a clearly religious hgure. Jesus 
defends his followers with an adroic reference to 1 Samuel 21:1-7, 
which reveals him as an attentive and imaginative student of 
Scripture. But chere is a deeper point to be made here: who ts the 
Sabbath for? And underlying all this is Jesus’ implicit claim to have 
authority over the Sabbath. That is a high claim indeed. 

Notice that Jesus is not questioning Sabbath observance, so much 
as the Pharisees’ interpretations of tt. 


Healing on the Sabbath (in a synagogue!) -- and a plot to commit 
murder 


And he came back into the synagogue; and there was there a man who had his 
hand dried up. And they warched him, in case he should heal him on the Sabbath, 
so that they could accuse him. And he says to the man who had che dried hand, 
‘Rise up into the middle.’ And he says co them, ‘Is chere authority on the Sabbath 
to do good or to do evil? To save a life or to kill?” But they were silent. And looking 
around them with anger, grieving with [at] the hardness of their hearc, he says 
to the man, ‘Stretch our your hand. And he stretched it out. And his hand was 
restored. 

And the Pharisees, going out immediately, hatched a conspiracy with the Herodians 
against him, how they might destroy him. 


We go deeper into the mystery of who Jesus is: and we notice that 
the opposition is now overt (‘they watched him’), and chat by the 
end of the story it ts turning to killing, as the unlikely combination 
of the ‘Herodians and the Pharisees conspires to put an end to it all. 
Jesus’ response is purely religious, while their response is clearly 
wronp, from the very beginning. 


A summary of Jesus’ activities 
And Jesus with his disciples went up co the Sea. And a great number from the 
Galilee followed [him]. And from Judaea, and from Jerusalem and from Idumaea 
and across the Jordan and around Tyre and Sidon, a great number, hearing what 
things he was doing, came to him. And he told his disciples that a boat should be 
ready for him, on account of the crowd, so that they should not press upon him. 
For he cured many, so chat whoever had afflictions fell upon him, that chey might 
touch him. 

And the unclean spirits, whenever they saw him, fell down before him, and cried 
out, saying, You are the Son of God.’ And often he scolded them, that they should 
not make him known. 
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Once again we meet the ‘Sea of Galilee’; here it functions as the 
setting for crowds, and healings, and exorcisms, and commands to 
secrecy about Jesus’ status as ‘Son of God’. 


Appointment of the Twelve 


And he goes up to the mounrain, and he summons whom he wanted. And they 
came to him. And he made twelve, that they should be with him, and thar he 
should send them to proclaim, and to have authoricy to chrow out the demons. 
And he made cwelve. And he put the name on Simon of ‘Rock’. And James che 
(son] of Zebedee and John the brother of James, and he put the name on them of 
Boanerges, which is ‘sons of chunder’. And Andrew and Philip and Bartholomew 
and Maccthew and Thomas and James of Alphaeus and Thaddaeus and Simon the 
Canaanite, And Judas Iscariot, who also betrayed him. 


The selection of his ‘core group’ now takes place. Presumably the 
fact that there are cwelve of them represents Jesus’ intention of 
founding a ‘new Israel’. We notice Jesus’ tendency to give nick- 
names: ‘Rock’, ‘Boanerges’, and perhaps ‘the Canaanite’ and ‘Iscariot’, 
though this is less certain. Two of the disciples (Andrew and Philip) 
have Greek rather than Hebrew or Aramaic names, which is 
stciking, especially since Andrew's brother Simon has a perfectly 
respectable Hebrew or Aramaic name. We note the final phrase, 
‘who also betrayed him’, and reflect, perhaps, chat this is true of all 
of chem. We may also observe the chree functions of disciples: to be 
wich him, to proclaim, and to have authority to cast out demons. 


Jesus the embarrassing 


And he comes to [the] house. And again the crowd comes together, so thar they 
could not even cat bread. And ‘his people’ hearing [it] came out to arrest him. For 
chey said, ‘He's beside himself.’ And the scribes who came down from Jerusalem 
said, ‘He has Beelzeboul’ and ‘Ir is by the ruler of the demons that he casts out the 
demons. And summoning them in parables he began to say to them, “How can 
Satan cast out Satan?’ And, ‘If a kingdom is divided against itself, that kingdom 
cannot stand.’ And, ‘If a house is divided against itself, chat house cannot stand. 
And so if Satan rose up against himself and is divided, he cannot stand; his end is 
coming. But no one can enter the house of the strong one τὸ plunder his property 
unless he first binds the strong one and then plunders his house. Amen | tell you, 
all their sins and all cheir blasphernies that they blaspheme will be forgiven to 
human beings. But whoever blasphemes against the Holy Spirit, does not have 
forgiveness for ever, but is guilty of an everlasting sin.’ This was because they said, 
‘He has an unclean spirit.’ 

And his mother and his brothers come; and standing outside chey senc τὸ him, 
calling him. And a crowd sat about him, and they tell him, “Look: your mother 
and your brothers and your sisters are oucside. They are looking for you.’ 

And answering he says to chem, ‘Who is my mother, and brothers?’ And looking 
round at those who sat about him in a circle, he says, ‘Look — my mother and my 
brothers. Whoever does the will of God, chat person is my brother and sister and 
mother.’ 
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Jesus now visibly embarrasses “his people’, who try to arrest him. In 
that culeure, it was of immense importance that one should be seen 
to be honouring the values of the clan; and failure to do so might be 
evidence of insanity. 

‘Scribes from Jerusalem’ now join ‘Jesus’ people’, the fourth time 
that these characters have been mentioned. Each time it has 
signalled trouble. Here they make the offensive accusation that Jesus 
is allied τὸ Beelzeboul, and that’s how he casts out demons. Jesus 
exposes the shaky logic of their argument, but probably does not 
win any friends among them, especially when he accuses them of 
committing the unforgivable sin of ‘blaspheming against the Holy 
Spirit. 

After this interlude, Jesus’ family send for him, and he resists, 
perhaps even giving them a brush-off. We may, however, rake heart 
from his statement that anyone who does God's will is Jesus’ 
‘brother and sister and mother: che idea of family is redefined. 


The setting for the parables; the first parable (the Sower), and an 


explanation of it 


And again he began to teach by the sea; and a very great crowd gathers to him, so 
that he boards a ship and sits on the sea, and the whole crowd was facing the sea, 
on land. And he began to teach them many things in parables, and he said to them 
in his teachings, ‘Listen — Look! The sower went out to sow, and it happened as he 
sowed that some fell beside the road, and the birds carne and devoured it. And 
other [seed] fell on the rocky ground, where there was not much earth. And 
immediately it sprang up, because it had no depth of earth; and when the sun rose 
it was scorched, and because it had no root it was dried up. And other [seed] fell on 
thorns, and the thorns came up and suffocated it, and ir did nor yield fruit. And 
other [seed] fell on good earth, and yielded fruic, coming up and growing, and it 
bore as much as thirty times, and even sixty times, and a hundred.’ And he said, 
‘Whoever has ears to hear, let chem hear.’ 

And when he was alone, those wich him, with the nvelve, asked him [about] che 
parables. And he said to them, “To you the mystery is given of the kingdom of 
God; whereas co chose outside everything happens in parables, so thar 


“Looking they may look and not see 
and hearing they may hear and not understand 
lest chey return and it be forgiven them.”” 


And he says to them, ‘Do you not know this parable — and how will you know all 
the other parables? The sower is sowing the word. But these are che ones beside the 
road, where the word is sown; and when they hear, immediately Satan comes, and 
takes the word that is sown into them. And chose likewise [are] the ones who are 
sown on the rocky bits, who whenever they hear the word immediately accept it 
with joy, and do not have root in themselves, but are momentary, then when there 
comes trouble or persecution on account of the word, chey are immediately made 
to stumble. And others there are who are sown into the thorns: these are the ones 
who hear the word, and the concerns of the world, and the deceit of wealth, and 
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desire for all the other things march in and suffocate che word, and it becomes 
sterile. And chese are the ones who are sown into good earth, who hear the word 
and receive it and bear fruit, in thirties and sixues and hundreds.’ 


Mark has told us that Jesus is a teacher ‘with authority’. Now he 
actually lets us hear some of the things that Jesus teaches. Our 
attention is carefully focused: once again we are by ‘the Sea’; once 
again there is a huge crowd, and Jesus is forced to a striking expedient, 
that of sitting on a boat (Mark expresses it slightly uncomfortably, 
that he ‘sits on the sea; but we know what he means). 

Then comes thts well-known parable; and, for the first time (of 
many} in Mark, the disciples completely fail to understand, and 
Jesus has (reluctantly, we feel) to explain the parable to them. 


Three (or four) more parables 


ΜΠ And he said to them, ‘Surely the lamp does not come so as to be put under the 
bushel or under the bed? Is it not intended τὸ be put on the lamp-scand? For there 
is nothing hidden, except so that it should be revealed; nor did it become obscured, 
except thar it should come into the open. If anyone has ears to hear, let them hear.’ 

And he said to them, “Look art whac you hear. In the measure that you measure 
out it will be measured out to you, and it will be added to you. For whoever has, it 
will be given to chat person. And whoever does not have, even what rhey have will 
be taken away from them.’ 

And he said, ‘So is the kingdom of God, as a man sows seed on the earth; and he 
sleeps and wakes, night and day, and the seed sprouts and lengthens, in a way that 
he himself does not know. The earth yields fruit automatically, first a stalk of prain, 
then an ear, then full corn in che ear. Bue when the fruit comes, immediately “he 
sends out the sickle, because τῆς harvest has drawn near”. 

And he said, “How shall we liken che kingdom of God, or in what parable shall 
we place it? It is like a grain of mustard, which when it is sown into the earth, 
being smaller chan all che seeds which are on the earth. And when it is sown, it 
comes up and becomes bigger than all the vegetables, and it makes big branches, so 
that “under its shadow the birds of the air find shade”.’ 

And with many such parables he spoke che word to them, just as they were able 
to hear. Burt apart from a parable, he did not speak to them: but privately to his 
own disciples he explained everything. 


Mark continues to give us the ἤλνοιιγ of Jesus’ teaching, its 
combination of plain commonsense and obscurity; and there is a 
feeling that Jesus wanted his disciples to grasp it, bur others co 
remain uninitiated. 

The quotation about ‘he sends out the sickle’ is from Joel 4:13; 
that about the ‘birds of the air’ is from Ezekiel 17:23. 


Who e this, then? 

ἯΙ And he says to them on that day, as it grew late, ‘Let us go through to the other 
side.’ And abandoning the crowd, they cook him as he was in che boat. And other 
boats were with him. And there comes a great storm of wind, and the waves beat 


92 


5 1-20 


MARK 5 


upon and into the boat; so that already the boat was beginning to be filled. And he 
was in the stern, sleeping on the pillow. And they arouse him and say co him, 
“Teacher, don't you care that we are being destroyed?’ And being thoroughly 
aroused, he scolded rhe wind, and said to the sea, “Silence; be quiet’; and there came 
a great calm. And he says to them, ‘Why are you such cowards? How do you not 
have faich?? And they feared, a great fear. And they sard to each other, ‘Who ts this, 


then? Because both the wind and the sea obey him.’ 


This is a remarkable story; Mark is not particularly interested in 
geographical details, but gets Jesus and his disciples to cross che Sea 
of Galilee. As often happens in these parts, a storm comes up 
unexpectedly, and the disciples panic, accusing Jesus of indifference 
to their fate. Like someone calming a boisterous dog, Jesus orders 
the sea to behave (and it does), then rebukes the disciples, for the 
first time indicating the importance of faith to them. Their response 
(again for the first time in this Gospel) is to ‘fear a great fear’; this is 
a reaction thar in the Old Testamenr signals the presence of God. 
Then we hear the question they ask themselves: ‘Who is this, then?’ 
Ir is a question chat Mark does not answer. Instead, he invites the 
reader to respond: who es this, then? 


The possessed man in the land of the Gerasenes 


And they came to the other side of the sea, into the land of the Gerasenes. And as 
he came out of the boat, immediately there met him out of che tombs a man with 
an unclean spitit, who had his dwelling among the tombs. And not even with 
chains could anyone bind him, on account of the fact that he had often been 
bound with ferters and chains. And the chains and the fetters had been torn apart 
by him, and broken, And no one was strong enough to tame him. And all night 
and day he was in the tombs and in che mountains, shouting ouc and cutting 
himself with stones. And seeing Jesus from afar he ran and worshipped him, and 
shouting in a loud voice he says, ‘What have you to do with me, Jesus, Son of the 
Most High God? I conjure you by God, do not torture me.’ For he was saying to 
him, ‘Come out, unclean spirit, from the man.’ And he asked him, “What name 
[do they give] to you?’ And he said to him, ‘Legion is the name [they give] to me, 
because we are many.’ And he begged him, many times over, not to send them out 
of the region. And there was there, near the mountain, a large herd of pigs feeding. 
And they begged him, saying, “Send us into the pigs, that we may enter into them.’ 
And he allowed them. And the unclean spirits going out went into che pigs, and 
the herd rushed down the slope into the sea, about two thousand, and they 
suffocated in the sea. And chase who looked after chem Hed and announced into 
the city and into the flelds. And they came to see what had happened. And they 
come to Jesus, and they see the possessed man sitting down, clorhed and sober, the 
one who had had the Legion. And they were afraid. And those who saw explained 
to them how it happened to the possessed man, and about the pigs. And they 
began to beg him to go away from their frontiers. And as he was going on board 
the boat, the man who had been possessed begged him that he might be with him. 
And he did not allow him, but says to him, “Go into your house, to your people, 
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and announce ro them what things the Lord has done for you and had mercy on 
you.’ And he went off and began to proclaim in the Decapolis what Jesus had done 
for him. And they were all amazed. 


This is yet another extraordinary story from Mark. He emphasises 
what a powerful opponent Jesus has here, one who dwells ‘among 
the combs (something to make Mark's readers shiver); he cannat be 
shackled, despite numerous attempts; he shouts, and he mutilates 
himself. Despite all this, he runs to Jesus, worships him, and 
correctly identifies him as Son of God. Jesus, without turning a hair, 
a) discovers che demon’s name, and we whistle sharply as we 
discover that there may have been as many as six thousand unclean 
spirits, Ὁ) as a special favour allows the demons to go into the 
nearby pigs, but cheir respite is illusory, since c) they drown anyway. 
Nor surprisingly, the news of chis gets about, and instead of 
applauding the man’s healing, the locals get nervous, and get rid of 
Jesus. The healed man wants to stay wich him; but you can’t choose 
discipleship -- it is discipleship that chooses you, and instead the 
man is told to go and preach at home. The effect on his compatriots 
is one we have encountered before, and shall see again: ‘they were all 


amazed 


Two stones ‘sandwiched’ round each other 


And when Jesus had crossed in the boat back to the other side, a great crowd 
gathered upon him. And he was by the sea. And one of the synagogue rulers comes 
to him, Jairus by name, and seeing him he falls at his feet and begs him many 
things, saying, ‘My little daughter is in extremis; do come and lay hands on her, so 
that she may be saved and may live.’ And he went with him. And a great crowd 
followed him and they pressed upon him. 

And a woman, who had been in haemorchage for twelve years, and had suffered 
many things from many doctors, and had spent all thac she had, and she was no 
way helped, buc rather she went downhill, having heard the things about Jesus, 
coming in the crowd from behind touched his garment. For she was saying [to 
herself], ἽΕΙ were just to touch his garments, | shall be saved.’ And immediately 
the fountain of her blood was dried up, and she knew in her body that she was 
healed from her scourge. And immediately, Jesus, knowing in himself that the 
power had gone our of him, turning round in che crowd said, ‘Who touched my 
garments?’ And his disciples said to him, ‘You see the crowd pressing upon you, 
and you say, “Who touched me?”.” And he looked about to see the woman who 
had done this. And the woman, afraid and trembling, knowing what had happened 
to her, came and fell before him, and told him the whole cruth. And he said to her, 
‘Daughter, your faith has saved you. Go tn peace, and be healed of your affliction.’ 

While he was still speaking, they come from the [house of the] synagogue culer, 
saying, ‘Your daughter died. Why scill bother the teacher?’ Bur Jesus, overhearing 
the message being uttered, says to the synagogue ruler, ‘Do not be afraid. Only 
believe." And he did nor allow anyone to follow along with him cacept Peter and 
James and John the brother of James. And they came to the house of the synagogue 
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ruler and he sees a disturbance, and people weeping, and wailing loudly. And going 
in he says to them, ‘Why do you make a tumult and weep? The child is nor dead 
but asleep.’ And they jeered at him. And he threw them all out, and takes the 
facher of the child, and the mother, and those with him, and he goes in where the 
child was. And taking the hand of the child, he says to her, ‘Talitha Koum’, which 
in translation is, ‘Little girl, 1 say to you, arise.’ And immediately the little girl arose 
and walked. For she was twelve years old. And immediately they were beside 
themselves with great ecstasy. And he strongly commanded them that no one 
should know this. And he said that she be given [something] co eat. And he went 
οὐκ from there. 


Mark employs a technique that we may cal] ‘sandwiching’, wrapping 
one story round another, so that each story sheds light on the other. 
Here it is the story of Jairus’s daughter that is ‘sandwiched’ around 
the story of the woman with the flow of blood. The womans story 15 
a charming one: she is utterly alone, for here condition alienates her 
from all human contact, even from her family, and therefore from 
any sense of self-worth, and even, we may deduce, from God, She 
shows initiative, however, more than any disciple so far. We are even 
allowed to hear what she chinks: ‘If I were just to couch his 
garments’, and what she wants: 1 shall be saved’. She is Aealed (but 
not yet saved), and knows it; Jesus also knows it, despite the un- 
comprehending jeers of his disciples, and he knows chat it is a woman 
who has touched him. She confesses all, ‘afraid and trembling’, like 
those other women at the Gospel’s end (16:8), then hears chose 
lovely words: ‘Daughter, your faith has saved you.’ 

The other story likewise gives us great joy. Somewhat un- 
expectedly, it is a synagogue ruler who asks Jesus for help (and we 
are even given his name). Once che story resumes, on che other side 
of the ‘sandwich, it sounds as chough τς all much too late; bur Jesus 
is quite confident, ignoring the jeers of those who refuse τὸ believe 
him, and effortlessly (as always) performs the cure, commands them 


to silence (this command its unlikely to be obeyed, we feel), and 
charmingly exhorts chem to feed the child. 


An unsuccessful return home 


And he comes to his homeland. And they followed him, his disciples. And when a 
Sabbath arrived, he began τὸ teach in the synagogue. And many [people] hearing 
were astounded, saying, ‘From where [have] these things [come] to this [fellow]? 
And what is the wisdom that has been given to chis [fellow], and such great 
miracles that happen through his hands? Is nor chis [fellow] che builder, the son of 
Mary and che brocher of James and of Joses and of Judas and of Simon? And are 
not his sisters here with us?’ And they were shocked by him. And Jesus said to 
them, ‘A prophet is only dishonoured in his homeland, and among his kinsfolk, 
and in his household.’ And he could πος do any miracle there, except thar he laid 
hands on a few sick [people] and healed them. And he was amazed on account of 


their unbelief. 
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We might expect a ticker-tape parade (‘local boy makes good’); but 
we already know that Jesus is different. Not many people in τῆς 
Gospel so far have really understood him, and his hometown 
continues the pactern: they are ‘shocked or ‘scandalised’ by him. So 
he can't do much in the way of miracles. 


Another ‘sandwich’: the apostles arc sent out; 
John the Baptist is decapitated 


And he went round the villages in a circle, teaching. And he summons the twelve. 
And he began to send them two by wo, and he gave them authority [over] unclean 
spirits. And he directed chem not to take anything for the way, except only a staff: 
‘No bread, no bepging-bag, no copper for the belt: just have sandals tied on. And 
dont put on cwo tunics.’ And he said to them, ‘Wherever you go into a house, stay 
there until you come out from there. And whatever place does not receive you or 
listen to you, marching out from there shake the dust from under your feet as a 
witness to them.’ 

And they went out and proclaimed that [people] should repent. And they threw 
out many demons, and they anointed many sick people with oil and cured them. 

And King Herod heard; for his name had become known. And he said, “John che 
baptiser has risen from τῆς dead, and that's the reason these miracles are at work in 
him.’ And some [people] said, ‘It’s Elijah’, and others said, ‘A prophet, like one of 
the prophets’. Buc Herod was saying, when he heard, “That [fellow] 1 decapitated: 
John — he has risen.” For Herod himself had sent and arrested John and tied him 
up in gaol, on account of Herodias, Philip his brother's wife, because he had 
married her. For John was telling Herod, ‘You have no authority to have your 
brother's woman.’ 

And Herodias had it in for him, and she wanted to kill him. And she couldn’, 
for Herod was afraid of John, knowing him for a just man and a saint. And he 
protected him, and when he was listening to him he was decply puzzled. And he 
used ro listen to him gladly. 

And when a good chance arrived, when Herod threw ἃ banquet on his birthday 
for his magnates and his kiliarchs, and the Number Ones of the Galilee, and when 
his daughter Herodias came in and danced, she pleased Herod and those who lay 
down to dine with him. The king said τὸ the litele girl. ‘Ask me whatever you want, 
and | shall give [it] to you.” And he swore to her, ‘Wharever you ask me, I shall give 
you, “even unto half of my kingdom”.’ And going out, she said to her mother. 
‘What shal] [ ask for?’ 

And she said, ‘The head of John the baptiser.’ 

And immediately going in with haste to τῆς king, she asked him, saying, [ want 
you to give me, straightaway, on a dish, the head of John the Baptist.’ 

And the king [although] becoming very sad, because of the oaths, and because of 
those who lay dawn [to dine], did not wish to chwart her. And immediately, che 
king, sending a scout, ordered him to bring his head. And going off he decapitated 
him in the prison. And he brought his head on the dish. And he gave it to the little 
girl. And che licde girl gave it to her mother. 

And hearing it his disciples came and took up his corpse and placed ic in a tamb. 

And the apostles gathered co Jesus and announced to him all the chings chat they 
had done and thar they had raught. 
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And he says to them, ‘Come here, you yourselves, privately, to a deserted place 
and refresh yourselves for a little.’ For those who were coming and going were 
many, and they didn’t even have a chance to eat. And chey went in the boat to a 
deserted place, privately. 


We have watched Jesus going about his mission; now ic is the turn 
of the Twelve. Just like him, they are to have authoricy over unclean 
spirits; and they are to travel light, and (like Jesus} ta expect 
rejection. Eventually chey will recucn, full of al) char they have dane; 
but while chey are away Mark invites us, by way of another ‘sand- 
wich’, to reflect on the form which char rejection might cake. The 
story of John che Baptist's death is a horrid one, with lively narrative 
and deftly drawn characters. Incidentally, che two women here are 
the only ones (in concrast to the blundering males) in Mark's Gospel 
who get things wrong. We may reflect that discipleship is not going 
to be easy. 

‘Even unco half my kingdom’ is from Esther 5:3, 6, where the 
speaker is another unpredictable ryrant addressing a woman from 


his household. 


A hungry crowd (five thousand of them) taught and fed 


And many saw them going and recognised {chem/it?], and on foot, from all the 
cities, they ran there together. And chey got there before them. 

And going out he saw a great crowd and had piry on them, because they were 
‘like sheep who have no shepherd’, and he began to teach them many things. And 
when it was already very late, his disciples coming to him said, “The place is 
deserted, and it’s already Jate. Dismiss chem, so char they can go to the estates and 
villages about and buy for themselves something co eac.’ He replied and said to 
them, ‘Give them something to eat yourselves.’ And they say to him, ‘ [You wane 
us to] go off and buy loaves for rwo hundred denarii and give them to eat?’ 

But he says to chem, ‘How many loaves have you got? Go and see. And they 
found out and say, ‘Five. And two fishes.’ And he instructed them to make every- 
one lie down in picnic-groups, on the green grass. And they lay down group by 
group, by fifty and a hundred. And taking the five loaves and the two fish, and 
looking up to heaven, he blessed and broke the loaves and gave to [his] disciples for 
them co place before them, and the two fish he divided for all. And they all ate and 
were filled. And they took up fragments, twelve full baskets, and also from the fish. 
And those who ate were five thousand men. 


The disciples have recurned from their missionary expedition, all 
ready for debriefing; but the crowds have their eye on Jesus, and 
there will be no privacy. Worse still (from the disciples’ point of 
view) Jesus actually cares about chese crowds. The disciples try co 
break it up, by looking at their watches and talking about food; but 
instead are told ‘feed them yourselves’. They creac this suggestion 
with derision, but, in the end, feed them is precisely what they do. 
‘Like sheep without a shepherd’ comes from Numbers 27:17 and 
Ezekiel 34:5. Both these texts are about how leadership should be 


exercised in Israel. 
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‘Courage, IT IS I’ 


And immediately he compelled his disciples to embark on the boat and to go 
ahead to the other side, to Bethsaida, while he dismisses the crowd. And having 
said farewell, he went off to the mountain to pray. And when it grew late, the boat 
was in mid-sea; and he was alone on the land. And secing them in distress in their 
rowing, for the wind was against them, around the fourth watch of the night he 
comes to them, walking on the sea. And he wanted to pass them by. Bur they, 
seeing him walking on the sea, thought that ir was a ghost. And they cried out. For 
they all saw [him] and were disturbed. Buc he immediately spoke with them, and 
says to them, ‘Courage, IT IS 1." And he came up to them, into the boat, and the 
wind abated. And they were exceedingly beside themselves in themselves. For they 
had not understood about the loaves. Instead, their heart was hardened. 


Who is Jesus? Who are his disciples? Jesus effortlessly feeds five 
thousand people, and then needs to go and pray. The disciples are 
sent off by boat, bur meet with difficulty, and Jesus approaches 
them, out of compassion. They are in no way comforted; instead, 
they are convinced that they are being haunted. Jesus replies ‘Ir is I’, 
which might just mean ‘It’s me, Jesus’; bur it also echoes what God 
said at the burning bush in Exodus 3:14. For the first time, we are 
told clearly that the disciples fail to understand; and Mark applies to 
them the alarming phrase, ‘their hearts were hardened’. 


A summary of Jesus’ activities 

And crossing to the land they came to Gennesaret, and they docked. And when 
they disembarked, immediately recognising him they ran round that whole region, 
and chey began to carry around on mattresses those who were in a bad way, 
wherever they heard that he was. And wherever he would journcy, into villages or 
into towns or into fields, chey placed the sick in the market places, and they begged 
him, chat they might touch even the hem of his garment, and whoever touched 
him, were being saved. 


Mark brings this chain of linked stories to an end now, by docking 
at Gennesaret; and, once again, Jesus ts beset by the crowds, who 
long to be healed by him (and they are nor disappointed}. Notice 
how Mark leaves us to work out for ourselves who ‘they’ are in each 
sentence. 


More disagreements on appropriate religious behaviour 


And they came together to him, the Pharisees and some of the scribes coming from 
Jerusalem, and seeing some of his disciples, that with unclean (that is, unwashed) 
hands they eat loaves. For the Pharisees and all che Jews unless they have washed 
with che fist, do not eat, keeping a grip on the tradition of the elders, and [coming 
back] from che market place don’t eae unless they have washed, and many other 
things which they have received to keep, washings of cups and jugs and bronzes. 
And the Pharisees and che scribes interrogate him, “Why do your disciples not walk 
according to the tradition of che elders, but wich unclean hands eat bread?’ 
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And he said to them, ‘It was well chat Isaiah prophesied abour you fakes [literally, 


‘actors | as it is weitten: 


“This people honours me with [their] lips, 
but their heart is distant from me. 
In vain do they worship me, 
teaching teachings [which are] the instructions of humans.” 


‘Abandoning the command of God, you hold firm to the eradition of human beings.’ 

And he said to chem, ‘Do you do well to nullify the command of God, so as to 
set up your tradition? For Moses said, “Honour your father and your mother”; and 
“The one who bad-mouths father or mother, let them die the death.” You, on the 
other hand, say, “If a person says to [their] facher or mother, ‘Qorban,’ (chat 1s, 
gift) ‘wharever you should have had from me.’” — you no longer let a person do 
anything for [their] father or mother, thus invalidating the word of your God by 
your tradition which you have traditioned. And you do many similar such things.’ 

And calling the crowd again, he was telling them, ‘Listen to me all of you, and 
understand. There is nothing outside the person which comes into chem which can 
make them unclean. Rather che things that come out of the person are those which 
make them unclean.’ 

And when he went into the house away from the crowd, his disciples asked him 
about the parable. And he says to them, ‘So you too are unintelligent. Don't you 
understand that everything chat from outside comes into the person cannot make 
them unclean? Because it does not come into the heart, but into their belly, and 
goes out into the latrine’ (making all foods clean). But he went on to say, ‘What 
comes out of the person, thac is what makes the person unclean. For from within, 
from peoples heart, come evil thoughts: fornications, chefts, murders, adulteries, 
greeds, wickednesses, debauchery, evil eye, blasphemy, arrogance, and foolishness. 
All these wicked things come out from inside, and make the person unclean.’ 


Once again we witness an encounter between Jesus and ‘the 
Pharisees and some of the scribes coming from Jerusalem’. We know 
now thar this means disagreement; and it must be said that Jesus 
opponents have a point, when they observe his disciples: behaviour 
(though we have no idea what ‘washing with the fist’ might mean). 
When Jesus is criticised on religious grounds, he tends to quote 
Scripture, as he does here (Isaiah 29:13); for Jesus what counts is 
nothing else than doing the will of God, and he argues that his 
opponents cend co evade chat will. He then sums up his message to 
the crowds, and, perhaps a little irritably, explains the matter to his 
not very sharp disciples. 

‘Qorban’ is a Hebrew word, a gift consecrated to God, and 
therefore unavailable for charitable purposes. 


A woman whose retort changed Jesus’ mind 


Rusing up from there he went off to the boundaries of Tyre. And going into a house 
he wanted no one to know. And he could not pass unnoticed. Instead, immediately 
a woman heard about him, whose daughter had an unclean spiric, and came and 
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feil at his feet. Now the woman was a Greck-speaker, Syro- Phoenician by race. And 
she asked him that he would case the demon out of her daughter. 

And he started to say to her, ‘First let the children eat their fill. For ir is ποῖ good 
to take the children’s loaf and fling it to little dogs.’ And she replied and says τὸ 
him, ‘Lord, even the little dogs eat under the table, from the children’s crumbs. 
And he said to her, “Because of this remark, go; the demon has come out of your 
daughter.’ And going into her house she found her little child hurled on the bed, 


and the demon gone out. 


This is an extraordinary episode. Jesus retreats to non-Jewish 
territory, perhaps a little dispirited by inner-religious arguments, 
and meets a non-Jew who wants a favour, the healing of her 
daughter. His response is dismissive, and not apparently very police. 
referring to Gentile women as ‘little dogs’; but she maintains her 
cool, and wittily rwists his words, apparently delighting Jesus so 
much that she gets her way. This Gospel is full of surprises. 


‘He has done everything well’ 


And again going out of the boundaries, he came through Sidon into the Sea of 
Galilee, up che middle of the boundaries of [the] Decapolis. 

And they bring to him a deaf man with a speech impediment, and they beg him 
to lay his hands on him. And taking him away from the crowd in private he put his 
fingers into his ears, and, spitting, touched his tongue. And looking up to heaven 
he groaned, and says to him, ‘Ephphatha, which is ‘Be opened’. And his ears were 
opened. And che chain of his tongue was untied. And he started to talk properly. And 
he commanded them thar chey tell nobody. But as much as he tried to command 
them, they proclaimed [it] all che more extravagantly. And they were super- 
extravagantly amazed, saying, ‘He has done everything well: even che deaf he 
makes to hear, and speechless ones to speak.’ 


This episode also takes place in non-Jewish territory, but on the east 
rather than the west side, across the Jordan. As always. the healing is 
effortless; as so often there is the command to silence; and we are 
given Jesus’ word in perfectly correct Aramaic. The point of che 
story may be in the echo of the Old Testament (see Isaiah 35:5. 6): 
Jesus is everything that Scripture had led us to expect. We recall the 
disciples’ awed question at the end of Chapter 4: ‘Who is this, chat 
even the winds and the seas obey him?’ 


ing of the four thousand, and a reflection on failures to 
understand (hardening of the heart) 
In those days again, there being a great crowd, and them not having anything ro 
eat, summoning his disciples he says ro them, ‘I have compassion on the crowd, 
because for chree whole days they stick with me, and they do noc have anything to 
eat. And if ] dismiss chem fasting to their home, chey will dissolve on the road. And 


100 


MARK 8 


some of them have come from a long way off.’ And his disciples replied to him, 
‘From where will someone be able so τὸ fill these people with loaves in the desert?’ 
And he was asking them, ‘How many loaves do you have?” And they said, ‘Seven.’ 

And he commands the crowd to lie down on the ground. And taking the seven 
loaves he gave thanks and broke and pave to his disciples for them to place before 
[the people]. And they placed [them] before the crowd. And they had a few liccle 
fishes. And he blessed them and he said to place [them] also before. And they ate 
and were filled, and they took up surplus fragments, seven hampers. They were 
about four thousand. And he dismissed them. 

And immediately he went on to the boac wich his disciples, and came to the 
parts of Dalmanutha. And the Pharisees came out and began to contend with him, 
seeking from him a sign from heaven. They were testing him. And groaning in his 
spirit he says, ‘Why does this generation seek a sign? Amen I say to you: no sign 
will be given to this generation [literally: ‘ifa sign shall be given co this generation .. .’). 
And abandoning them he embarked again and wenc off co che other side. And chey 
had forgotten to bring loaves. And they only had one with them in the boat. And 
he instructed, saying, ‘Look, keep a watchful eye out against che leaven of the 
Pharisees and the leaven of Herod.’ And they discussed with each other, because 
they don’t have loaves. And knowing {whar they were up co] he says to them, ‘Why 
are you discussing that you dont have loaves? Do you neither understand nor 
comprehend? You have your heart hardened. Having eyes, do you not see, and 
having ears do you not hear’? 

And dont you remember, when I broke the five loaves for the five thousand, 
how many baskets full of fragments you took up?’ They said, “Twelve.’ 

‘When [I broke] the seven [loaves] for the four thousand, how many hampers 
full did you cake up?’ They tell him, ‘Seven.’ 

And he says to them, Do you not yet understand?’ 


The point of this story, which in many respects echoes that earlier 
story where five thousand were fed, lies apparently in the obtuseness 
of Jesus’ disciples. The seven loaves and a tew fishes are made to 
stretch out so that not only does everyone eat, but there are seven 
hampers of surplus food. The story is briefly told, but really seems 
to set up a contrast between Jesus and a) che Pharisees (who want a 
sign) and Ὁ} the disciples (who have not only forgotten to bring a 
picnic, but also have no real notion what is going on). Jesus speaks 
of their inabiliry to see, echoing Jeremiah 5:21 and Ezekiel 12:2. 

The question is therefore forcefully addressed to the reader: do 
you understand? 


The start of Jesus’ instruction of his disciples 


And they came to Bethsaida. And they bring to him a blind man and they beg him 
to touch him. And taking the hand of the blind man, he took him outside the 
village. And spitting into his eyes he laid his hands on him and asked him, ‘Do you 
see anything?’ And recovering his sight [or: ‘looking up’) he said, ‘I am looking at 
human beings, because [ see them walking like trees.’ Then again he laid hands on 
his eyes. And he saw clearly and was restored, and he beheld everything plainly. 
And he senc him to his home, saying, ‘Don’t even go into the village.’ 
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We have established that the disciples do not understand very 
much. Now comes a period when they are being instructed, 
especially about the fact chat Jesus must die. This time of instruction 
starts with the present story, and ends at 10:46-52. In other words, 
the whole instruction period is framed by cwo stories in which blind 
men have cheir sight restored; perhaps this symbolises what happens 
to Jesus disciples in the course of the instruction. 

This particular healing is unusual: Jesus leads the blind man away 
privately, he spits into his eyes; the miracle is initially only partially 
successful [Ἴ see them walking like crees’) — and chen the cured man 
is told τὸ go hame, ‘not even into the village’. All chis may symbolise 
where the disciples are just at present. 


Caesarea Philippi: a Messiah who will suffer (and has disciples who 
don’t understand) 


And Jesus went out, and his disciples, co the villages of Caesarea Philippi. And 
on the way he interrogated his disciples saying to them, “Who do people say [ am?’ 
And they cold him, saying, ‘John the Baptist. And others Elijah, and others that 
[you are] one of τῆς prophets.’ 

And he himself interrogated them, ‘Now you: who do you yourselves say [| am?’ 
Peter replied and says to him, ‘You are the Messiah.’ And he scolded chem, to cell 
nabody abour him. 

And he began to teach them that it was necessary for the Son of Man to suffer 
many things, and to be rejected by che elders and the high priests and the scribes, 
and to be killed, and after three days mse again. And he said the message openly. 
And Peter, taking him aside, began to scold him. And he rumed, and, seeing his 
disciples, scolded Peter and says, “Get behind me, Satan. Because you are not 
thinking God's choughes but human thoughts.’ And summoning the crowd with 
his disciples he said to them, ‘If someone wants to follow after me, let chem deny 
themselves, and take up their cross, and follow me. For whoever wants to save cheir 
life will destroy it. And whoever destroys their life, for my sake and for rhe sake of 
the gospel, will save it. For what use is it for a person to gain the entire world and 
suffer the loss of their life? For what would a person give in exchange for their life? 
For whoever is ashamed of me and of my words in this adulterous and sinful 
generation, the Son of Man will also be ashamed of him when he comes in his 
Father's glory with the holy angels.’ And he was telling them, ‘Amen | say to you: 
there are some of those who stand here who will not taste death until they see che 
kingdom of God coming in power. 


This central passage continues the theme of the disciples’ education; 
the process seems to be a combination of light dawning and dark 
incomprehension. [τ starts with a survey of current views (Who do 
people say | am?’), chen moves to an uncomfortably direct question: 
‘Who do you yourselves say | am?’ Peter gets it stunningly right; but 
then, when τῆς implications of his answer are unfolded, stunningly 
wrong, for he cannot cope with a Messiah who is co be killed. And so 
he is, for his pains, addressed as ‘Saran’. Ie is importance for disciples 
to understand this business of a Messiah who has to die. Disciples 
have to be prepared to imitate their master, right to the end. 
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Continuing education: the Transfiguration 


And six days later Jesus takes aside Peter and James and John and carries them up 
ro a high mountain privately, on their own. And he was transformed before them, 
and his garments became radiant, very white such as a bleacher on earth could not 
so whiten [them]. And there appeared to them Elijah with Moses; and they were 
talking cogether with Jesus. And Peter responded and says co Jesus, ‘Rabbi, it is 
good for us to be here. And let’s make three tents, one for you, and one for Moses 
and one for Ejijah.’ 

For he had no idea how τὸ respond. For they became terrified. And there came a 
cloud overshadowing them; and there came a voice from the cloud, “This is my 
Son, the beloved. Listen to him.’ 

And suddenly, looking round, they no longer saw anybody, except Jesus, on his 
own, with chem. 

And as they came down our of the mountain, he instructed them that they 
should narrate to nobody whar they had seen, except when the Son of Man should 
be risen from the dead. And rhey hung an to the message for themselves, arguing 
what ‘rising from the dead’ was. And they interrogated him, saying, ‘The scribes 
say that Elijah has to come first.’ And he said to them, ‘Elijah indeed comes first, 
and restores everything. And how is ic written abouc che Son of Man that he 
should suffer a great deal and be treated with contempt? Bur Ϊ tell you chat Elijah 
has come, and they did to him as they pleased, as it is written about him.’ 


The instruction of the disciples goes on, although here it is only 
his ‘inner cabinet’, Peter, James and John, who ase given their 
instructions. Up the mountain, cwa things happen: firs, Jesus is 
‘transhigured’, and whatever we make of this, it is clearly intended as 
a glimpse of the truth about him. Second, Jesus is seen chatting 
with Elijah and Moses, the Prophets and the Law, so that he is at 
least the equal of them. Then Peter blows it, with his willing but not 
very sensible suggestion of building a camping-site. Notice chat 
‘they became terrified’. This is the sign of the presence of God; and, 
sure enough, there is a cloud and the voice of God, confirming what 
we heard at the Baptism (1:11), “This is my Son, the beloved’, with 
the instruction (which they will do well to observe}, ‘listen to him’. 
With chese words ringing in their ears they go down the 
mountain. Then they (and we) are cold that chis can't be understood 
until Jesus is raised from the dead, and are invited τὸ think about 


Flijah. Buc they dont really understand very much. 


Another failure by the disciples 


And coming to the disciples they saw a great crowd about them, and scribes 
arguing against them. And immediately the whole crowd seeing him was amazed. 
And they ran up and greeted him. And he asked them, ‘Why are you debating 
against them? And one of the crowd responded to him, “Teacher, I brought my son 
to you, since he has a dumb spirit. And whenever it overtakes him, it dashes him to 
the ground and he foams at the mouth and gnashes his teeth and he becomes suff. 
And [ told your disciples chat they should expel [the demon]. And they had not the 
strength. He responded to them saying, ‘O faithless generatian! How long shall ] 
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be with you? How long shall 1 put up wich you? Bring him τὸ me.’ And they 
brought him to him. And seeing him the spirit immediately convulsed him. And 
falling on the ground he rolled [about], foaming at the mouth. And he asked his 
father, “How long a time is it that this has happened to him?’ And he said, ‘From 
since childhood. And often it threw him into a fire and into waters, to destroy him. 
But, if you can, help us, having compassion on us.’ And Jesus said to him, ‘That “If 
you can” — everything is possible to the one who believes.’ Immediately, the father 
cried out and said, ‘I believe: help my unbelief!’ And Jesus, seeing that a crowd was 
running together, scolded che unclean spirit, saying co it, "You dumb and deaf 
spirit, 1 command you, come out of him, and never enter into him again.” And 
crying out and convulsing him it came out. And he became just like 2 corpse, so 
that many said, “He's dead!’ Bur Jesus gripped his hand and raised him up, and he 
stood up again [or: ‘resurrected’). 

And when he went into a [the?] house, his disciples asked him, ‘Couldn't we cast 
it out?’ And he said to them, ‘This kind cant come out by any method but prayer. 


Now, as they rejoin the others, comes another failure. The disciples 
(presumably all bur the three who were up the mountain) have been 
unable to heal a boy who was possessed by a demon, and the crowd 
and the boy’s father clearly want ‘the orpan grinder, not his 
monkeys. There is more dialogue than we are used to, as Jesus 
discovers the circumstances, and cwice emphasises the need for 
faith, Then the boy is healed, although not without a struggle, and 
the crowds thinking he was dead. The point of the story, however, 
seems to be the education of the disciples, puzzled at their failure -- 


and Jesus simply stresses the need for prayer. 


Continuing education: the Messiah and his disciples 
And going out from there they wene through the Galilee, and he did not want 


anyone to know. For he was teaching his disciples and telling them, “The Son of 
Man is being handed over into human hands. And they'll kill him. And having 
been killed, after three days he will rise up.” And they didn’t know the thing. And 
they were afraid τὸ ask him. And they came to Caphernaum. And bcing in the 
house, he asked them, ‘What were you discussing on the road?” Bur they were 
silent. For they had been discussing against cach other on the road, “Who's 
greatest?’ And he sat down, and addressed the twelve and says to them, ‘If someone 
wants τὸ be Number One, they will be lase of all and servant of all.’ 

And he took a fictle child and placed ic in rhe middle of them. And taking it in 
his arms, he said to them, ‘Whoever receives one such child as this in my name 
receives me. And whoever receives me receives not me but che ane who sent me. 

John said to him, ‘Teacher, we saw someone in your name casting out demons. 
and we stopped him, because he didnt follow us.’ And Jesus said, “Don't stop him. 
For there's no one who can do a miracle in my name and will chen quickly be able 
to bad-mouth me. For whoever is not against us is on our side. For whoever gives 
you a drink of water because you belong to Messiah, Amen I tell you, no way will 
that person lose their reward. And whoever makes one of these little ones stumble. 
who believe in me, it is good for him rather if ἃ millstone worked by a donkey 1s 
put round his neck and he has been thrown inte the sea. And if your hand causes 
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you τὸ stumble, cut if off: it is better for you to go deformed into life than to go 
with ewo hands into Gehenna, into the unquenched Are. And if your foot causes 
you to stumble, σὰς it off. Ir is better for you to enter life lame chan to have cwo 
ἔδει and be thrown into Gehenna. And if your eye causes you to stumble, throw it 
away: it is better for you to enrer one-eyed into the kingdom of God than with cwo 
eyes to be thrown into Gehenna, where their worm dbes not die and the fire is not 
extinguished. For everyone will be salted by fire. Salt is good: but if thar sale 
becomes saltless, with what will you season it? Haye sale in yourselves. And be at 
peace among each other.’ 


A second time now Jesus predicts his own death (the first time was 
in the previous chapter, at Caesarea Philippi); a second ttme τῆς 
disciples show they don't understand a word. This time, however, 
it's different. First, Mark emphasises that chis is just for disciples Che 
did not want anyone to know, for he was teaching his disciples . . . ᾽). 
Second, the disciples turn out co have been discussing who was Top 
Apostle. So they have to be educated, bur still take no notice, for no 
sooner has the lesson ended than John is begging for Jesus τὸ praise 
him for not allowing someone to cast out demons in Jesus name. 
Jesus has to tell chem that the only thing that macters is to belong ta 
the kingdom of God. 

Notice how Mark has built up che final paragraph, using 
teachings with three ‘keywords’: ‘stumble (or ‘scandal’), ‘hre, and 
‘salc’. That may help you to understand what can otherwise be a 


rather difficult passage. 


Three controversies: Pharisees and divorce; the disciples on children; 
the rich man and eternal life 


10°?! And from there rising up he comes to che regions of Judaea and across the Jordan, 
and crowds came together to him, and as he was accustomed, again he scarred to 
teach them. And Pharisees approached and asked him, ‘Does a man have auchority 
to send a woman away?’ testing him. But he answering said to chem, “What did 
Moses command you? They said, “Moses allowed us to “draw up a certificate of 
divorce and send her away”.” Jesus said co chem, ‘It was with regard to your hard- 
heartedness that he wroce down this commandment for you. But from the beginning 
of creation, “male and female he created chem. For this reason a man shall leave his 
father and mother and stick to his wife, and the cwo shall turn into one flesh”. So — 
what God has yoked together, ler human beings not separate. 

And back in the house the disciples asked him abourc this. And he says τὸ them, 
“Whoever sends his woman away and marries another commits adultery on her; 
and if she sends her husband away and marries another, she commits adultery.’ 

And they were offering him childsen, for him to couch them; but the disciples 
scolded them, But when Jesus saw [it] he was angry, and he said to them, ‘Allow 
the children to come to me. Don't stop them — for of such is the kingdom of God. 
Amen | say to you, whoever does not receive the kingdom of God like a child, no 
way will that person enter it. And taking them in his arms he blessed them, laying 
hands on them. 
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And he was going our on to the road, running up to one [person] and kneeling 
to him interrogated him, “Good teacher, what shall { do in order chat | may inherit 
eternal life?’ Bur Jesus said to him, “Why do you call me good? No one is good, 
except one, God. You know the commandments; “You shall πος kill. You shall noc 
commit adultery. You shall noc steal. You shall not bear false witness. You shall ποι 
defraud. Honour your father and mother”.” But he said co him, “Teacher, all these 
things 1 have kept from my youth.’ But Jesus fixed his gaze on him and loved him 
and said, ‘One thing is missing for you. Go — whatever you have, sell ic and give to 
the poor. And you will have treasure in heaven. And come here, follow me.’ 

But he was appalled at this remark and wenc off grieving. For he was a man who 
had many possessions. And looking around, Jesus says co his disciples, “With what 
difficulty will those who have [material] chings enter the kingdom of God.” And 
his disciples were astounded at his remarks. But Jesus again answering says to 
them, ‘Children, how difficult ic ts to enter the kingdom of God. It is easier for a 
camel to go through the eye of a needle chan for a rich person τὸ enter the kingdom 
of God.’ Buc they were overwhelmed beyond measure, saying to themselves, ‘And 
who can be saved?’ Foung his gaze on chem, Jesus says, ‘For humans it’s impossible, 
but not for God. You see, everything is possible for God.’ Peter began to say to 
him, ‘Look! We have abandoned everything, and have followed you.” Jesus says, 
‘Amen I say to you, there is no one who has abandoned home or brothers or sisters 
or mother or father or children or fields because of me and because of the gospel, 
but they will receive a hundredfold now in this ume — houses and brothers and 
sisters and mothers and children and fields (along with persecutions) - and in the 
coming world, eternal life. You see, many first will be last, and last first.’ 


Another rather vague geographical introduction presents us with 
crowds and with Pharisees. The Pharisees ask an important question 
about when divorce is admissible. Jesus’ answer is ‘never. The 
disciples are baffled by this, and also by his willingness to bless 
children; then an over-pious and over-affuence questioner interrogates 
him about eternal life. He goes off sad at the answer Jesus gives him. 
This in turn sows alarm and despondency among the disciples, and 
Peter. Finally Jesus gives them a clue about the mystery of disciple- 
ship: disciples ‘will receive a hundredfold’. 

Norice τῆλε Jesus and his interlocutors agree on τῆς Old 
Testament as their starting-point: on mamiage (Genesis 1:27; 2:24) 
and on the question of divorce (Deuteronomy 24:1 -4). 


More failure on the part of the disciples 


Now they were on the road going up to Jerusalem, and Jesus was leading them [or: 
going before them], and they were astounded, and those who followed were afraid. 
And again taking the cwelve he began to tell chem che chings that were about to 
happen co him: ‘Look! We are going up to Jerusalem, and the Son of Man will be 
handed over to the high priests and co che scribes. And they will condemn him to 
death, and they will hand him over co Gentiles. And they will mock him, and 
they'll spit on him, and they'll whip him. And they will kill him. And after three 
days he will rise.’ 
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And up to him come James and John, the sons of Zebedee, saying to him, 
‘Teacher, we wane you to do for us whatever we ask you.’ And he said to them, 
‘What do you wanc me to do for you?’ And they said to him, “Grant us that we 
should sit in your glory, one on your right and one on your left.” Bur Jesus said to 
them, ‘You do not know what you are asking. Can you drink the cup that | drink? 
Or can you be baptised [in] the baptism {with} which [ am to be baptised?’ Bur 
they told him, “We can.’ Bur Jesus told them, “The cup that 1 drink you will drink. 
And the baptism [with] which I am being baptised you shall be baptised. Bur to sit 
on the right or on the left is not mine co give; but ic is [for those] for whom ic has 
been prepared.’ And hearing this, the ten began to be annoyed abour James and 
John. And summoning them Jesus says to them, ‘You know that those who chink 
they rule the Gentiles dominate them. And their great ones exercise authority over 
them. Not so is it among you. Instead, whoever wants to he Number One among 
you will be everyone's slave. You sec, the Son of Man did not come to be served, 
bur co serve. And to give {his] life [as] a ransom for many. 


A third time Jesus explains to his disciples about his imminent 
death, and a third time they show thac they have not understood a 
word. Notice how Mark sets it up: the road τὸ jerusalem (where we 
already know that he is going to dic), and the fact thac they were 
‘astounded’ and ‘afraid’, all of this makes our mood quite sombre by 
the time Jesus actually searts calking abouc his suffering and death. 
Then the sons of Zebedee try and gee in ahead of the rest, and have 
to be cold, ‘It’s nor like chat; and when the other ten start τὸ gee 
cross, they also have to be educated. So, Jinking discipleship to what 
Jesus is like, or to who Jesus is, we are cold, with a claricy chat we 
shall do well to heed, “You see, the Son of Man did not come to be 
served, but to serve. And to give [his] life [as] a ransom for many. 


Bartimaeus: a disciple who gets it right 


And they come to Jericho. And as he is going out of Jericho, and his disciples, and 
a fair ald crowd, the son of Timaeus, Bartimacus, a blind beggar, was sitting by the 
road. And hearing that ic was Jesus the Nazarene, he began to cry out and say, ‘Son 
of David, Jesus, have mercy on me.’ And many people scolded him, that he should 
be silent. Buc he cried out much more, ‘Son of David, have mercy on me.’ And 
Jesus stood, and said, ‘Call him.” And they call che blind man, telling him, 
‘Courage! Arise. He is calling you.’ And he threw off his cloak, leapt up, and came 
to Jesus. Jesus responded co him and said, “What do you want me to do for you?’ 
And the blind man said to him, ‘Rabbouni, that I may see again. And Jesus said to 
him, “Go. Your faith has saved you.’ And immediately he saw again. And he 
followed him on the road. 


This section of τῆς Gospel began with one hlind man being healed, 
and ends with another. We are invited to admire this ones 
persistence, despite the scolding of the people around him; we are 
cheered when Jesus summons him, perhaps a little alarmed as he 
scrips off his clothes and blunders sightless through the crowd. Then 
he expresses clearly, and with absolute confidence, what he wants: 


‘that [ may see again’ -- calling Jesus ‘Rabbouni’ as he does so. 
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Finally, chis man who had been ‘by the road’ at the beginning of the 
story now ‘followed him on the road’. He has become a disciple, 
and is cheerfully following Jesus, even though the road leads to 
Jerusalem and to death. 


Jesus finally enters Jerusalem 


11} And when they drew nearer to Jerusalem, to Bethphage and Bethany, towards the 


ἐ-2" 


Mountain of Olives, he sends two of his disciples and says τὸ them, ‘Go into the 
village that is opposite you. And immediately when you go into it you will find a 
colt cied up, on which no human being has ever sat. Untie it and bring it. And if 
someone says to you, “Why are you doing this?”, say, >The Lord has need of it and 
he will send it back here immediately.”” And they went off and found the colt ried 
at a door outside on the street. And they unt it. And some of those standing there 
started to say to them, ‘Whar are you doing, untying the cole?’ But they said τὸ 
them as Jesus had said. And they let chem go. And they take the colt ro Jesus and 
they threw their cloaks on it; and he sat on it. And many people spread their cloaks 
on the road, And others [were] cutting leafy branches from the fields. And those 
who went before and those wha followed cried out, 


‘Hosanna! Blessed the one who comes in the name of the Lord. 
Blessed the coming kingdom of our father David! 


Hosanna in the Highest!’ 


And he went into Jerusalem, into che Temple. And looking around at everything, 
the hour being already late, he went out to Bethany with the Twelve. 


It has been a while coming, and our mood is now a bit grim, but 
here we are, on the outskirts of Jerusalem, the desert side, from 
which the Messiah was supposed to come. Jesus has it all under conaol. 
gives instructions for hijacking a donkey (onc that is not used to 
being ridden, alarmingly enough). The procession goes ahead 
uneventfully, with cloaks and branches and a quotation from Psalm 
118 (verses 25, 26, but read through the whole psalm, and 
remember that ‘Hosanna’ is che Hebrew for ‘please save us’); and 
Jesus arrives in che Temple without being thrown by his beast of 
burden. 

This has been an odd Gospel all the way chrough, and at this 
moment of apparent climax it does not cease to be so. for the 
Messiah comes cci'umphantly to Jerusalem, enters the Temple (as 
you would expect} and then, just as we are waiting for him to 
deliver independence and send the occupying Roman forces back 
into the sea, with an extraordinary sense of anti-climax he merely 
looks about the place and retires τὸ Bethany! 


The Temple and the fig tree 


And on the next day, when they were coming from Bethany he was hungry. And 
secing from a long way off a fig ree with leaves, he went to see if he should find 
anything on it. And coming to it he found nothing on ic but leaves (for it was not 
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the season for figs). And in response he said τὸ it, ‘No longer, tor ever, may anyone 
eat fruit from you.’ And his disciples heard. 

And they came to Jerusalem. And going into the Temple he began to chrow out 
those who sold and bought in the Temple. And the tables of the moncychangers 
and the seats of those who sold doves, he simply overturned. And he did not allow 
anyone to carry a vessel through the Temple. And fe was teaching and telling 
them. ‘Is it not written, “My house shall be called a house of prayer for all the 
Gentiles”? And you have made it a cave of brigands.’ And che chief priests and the 
scribes heard, And they sought how they might destroy him. For they were afraid 
of him; for the whole crowd was overwhelmed at his teaching. And when ic grew 
late they wenc ourside the city. 

And early in the morning as they went by, they saw the hg tree, withered from 
the roots. And, remembering, Peter says to him, ‘Rabbi, look! The hg tree you 
cursed has withered!’ And Jesus answering says to him, ‘Have faith [in] God. Amen 
1 cell you, whoever says to chis mountain, “Be lifted up and be thrown into the 
sea", and does noc doubt in their heart bur believes that what chey say is 
happening, it will be theirs. Therefore I tell you, everything that you pray and ask 
for, believe chat you received it, and it will be yours. 

‘And whenever you stand praying, let it go if you have anything against anybody, 
so that your Father, the one in heaven, may let go of your transgressions for you. 


This is an episode which has always puzzled readers. It is better, 
though, to see it as ¢wo episodes. Jesus’ cursing of the hg tree often 
seems uncomfortably petulant, especially as “it was nor the season 
for figs’; but take the fig cree as a symbol of Israel, see the Temple as 
thar which should always have borne fruit, whatever the season, if 
people had only been open to God, and it all starts to fall into place. 
Whar counts here is the Temple, which has become a shopping-mall 
(‘cave of brigands’) instead of ‘a house of prayer (Jesus here quotes 
Isaiah 56:7). For Jesus, the central relationship is his intimacy with 
the God whom he calls ‘Father’; get chat right, and Temples will be 
what they should be, the nation will bear fruit, and extraordinary 
things will start to happen; we may even learn to forgive one 
another. 


Clashes with religious leaders about ‘authority’ 


117-12% And they came again to Jerusalem. And as he was walking in the Temple che 
high priests and the scribes and the elders come to him, and they began to say to 
him, ‘By what auchority do you do these things? Or who gave you chis authority 
that you should do these things?’ And Jesus said to chem, ‘I shall ask you one ching; 
and you can answer me. And [then] I'll tell you by what authority I do these 
things. The baptism of John: was it from heaven or from human beings? Answer 
me. And they argued among themselves, saying ‘If we say, “From heaven”, he'll 
say, “So why didn't you believe him?” But if we say, “From human beings... ”.’ 
(They were afraid of the crowd, for they all regarded John as really a prophet.) And 
they responded to Jesus, ‘We don'c know.’ And Jesus says to them, ‘Nor am I celling 
you by what authoriry | am doing these things.’ 
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And he began to speak in parables, ‘A man planted a vineyard; and he put a hedge 
round, and dug a crough, and built a tower. And he leased it to (cenant-] farmers, 
and went overseas. And at the season he senc a slave to the tenants, to accept some 
of τῆς fruit of the vineyard from them. And they rook him and fogged him and 
sent him away wich nothing. And a second time he sent chem another slave. This 
one they struck on the head and insulted. He sent a third slave. This one they 
killed, along wich many others, some of whom they flogged, and others they killed. 
He still had one [resource?}, a beloved son. He sence him last of all. saying, “Thev 
will have respect for my son.” But those tenants said to themselves, ~This is the 
heir. Come, let us kill him; and ours will be the inheritance.” And they cook him 
and kijled him and flung him out of the vineyard. So what will the master of the 
vineyard do? He will come and destroy the renants. And he will give the vineyard 
to others. Have you never even read the Scripture, 


“A stone which che builders rejected, 
this became the cornerstone. 
This came from the Lord 
and it is wonderful in our eyes”? 


And they sought to arrest him; and they feared the crowd. For they knew that it 
was in respect of chem he told the parable. And abandoning him they went off. 
And they send to him some of the Pharisees and the Herodians, to catch him our 
vecbally. And they came and say to him, “Teacher, we know that vou are fur real, 
and youre not bothered abour anybody. because you don't worry about people's 
status, bur in rruth you teach God's way. Is ic authorised to pay poll tax to Caesar 
οἵ not? Do we give it ar not give i?’ Bur he knew they were putting on an act, and 
he said, “Why do you test me? Bring me a denarius, for me to look at.’ They did so, 
and he says to them, ‘Whose image and inscription is tbis?” And chev said to him, 
‘Caesar's. And Jesus said to them, “Whac belongs to Caesar, pay to Caesar. And 
what belongs to God, pay it to God.” And they wondered greatly at hum. 

And Sadducees came to him, people who say there is no such thing as Resur- 
rection. And they interrogated him, saying, “Teacher, Moses wrote for us that if 
someones brother dies and leaves a wife and he doesnt leave a child, then his 
brother should take his wife and raise up seed for his brother. There were seven 
brothers: and the first took a wife, and when he died he Ieft no seed. So the secand 
took her, and died, leaving no seed, and the third likewise. All seven left ao seed. 
Last of all, the woman died. In the Resurrection, of which of them will she be the 
wife? For [all} seven had her as wife.’ Jesus said co them, ‘Is chis not the reason char 
you go astray, that you do not know che scriptures or the power of God? For when 
they rise from che dead, they do nor marcy, nor are they given in marriage; instead, 
they are like angels in heaven. Bur wich regard to the dead. for evidence that they 
are raised, did you not read in Moses’ book, at che bush, how God told him, saying 
Ἵ [am] the God of Abraham and the God of Isaac and the God of Jacob”? God is 
not God of corpses, but of τῆς living. You are badly astray.’ 

And approaching, one of the scribes, hearing them argue, seeing chat he had 
made a good answer τὸ chem, asked him, “Which commandment is first of all?’ 
Jesus replied, ‘Number one is, “Hear, O Israel, the Lord our God is one Lord”; and 
“You will love τῆς Lord your God out of your whole heart and your whole soul and 
your whole understanding and your whole strength.” This is the second: “You will 
love your neighbour as yourself.” Greater than these there is no other command- 
ment.’ And the scribe said to him, “Beautifully [spoken], Teacher. Truly you said 
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that (Good) “i one and there ἐκ ne other except tor (τοι ἢ, And “loving God out of 
one’s whole heart and whole intelligence and whole arreageh’ ail “loving one's 
neighbour as oneal!” in greater than all hologwumte and aucrifices” Anca Jenn, 
sceing that he replied thoughtfully, replied [und] καὶ! τὸ him, “You wre not fae fron 
the kingdom of (ἀμ 

And no ove dared any longer to interrogate him, 

And in reaponnc Jesus was saying whe taught inthe Temple, Tow slo the a ribes 
say that the Messiah in the aon of Davia? You see, Duvicl himuelf xaiel iv the Uloly 
Spurl, 

"he [aord sail co my | ara: 
Nit at any cighe 
601} place your enemies beneath yaur feet.” 


‘David himaclt calls [Messiah] “Lond”, ao how come (Mexsiah) ἐκ his wont And the 
crowd used te listen to him with delighe, 

And in hia teaching be was saying, “Look away froin the αι ρον who want to 
walk about in long robes, and [whe wast] greetings ite murked places, απ} freee 
row scat in synagogucs, and Number One apats al banquet, Uhese praple who 
devour the houses of widows, and make a pretence of praying fora long dine: they 
are the ones who will receive an overwhelining judgement. 

And siting apposite the Treasury, he was gazing at bow the crowd threw their 
change inte the Treasury, Anal low ol wealthy people put in tot. Then there came a 
single destituce widew: woman: and sie chrew in lwo tury [coir], a ΠΠ ΠΗ. 

And sunmoning his disciples, he cold them, ‘Ainen Fell you: thin widow, the 
destitute woman, threw mare than all who threw πον} inte the Ureasury, You 
sce, they all theew Jind from their surplie, But ahe, from her poverty, threw [in| 
everything abe bal, her whale life,’ 


The episode where Jesu threw the money changers out of the 
Temple raised questions about Jesum ‘authority’, an ine that has 
been present since the beyinning of the Gospel; and now the quarrel 
Inout in the open. ΠῚ ΓΙᾺ with an attempe ta trap Jesua, whith he 
casily cure back on hin appoanenm, adding for good measure the 
parable of the vineyard, which obviously coboew laaiah $:1 7 (τ 
vineyard af the Lord of Hasta in the Eleise of Iseacl), bu alse 
clearly foreshadows Jesus own death at hie opponents bars, 

Then comes a lethal trap. act hy the unlikely combination of 
Herodian aod Pharisces whan we have acen before (4:0), about the 
pall tan, Jems casly sideatepe the trap, only to be aamuiled by yor 
another group, the Sudduceca, trying to demotnatcate the ἢ ΠΗ 
of belief in Resurrection. Now for che first dane, Jesus uses the Torah 
ro combat their own μὰς of te (xodin 4:0), 

Next comes what at diree night lookalike yet another atiack on 
him, concerning the difficult question of which commandinene in 
the most important, bute ie ture ita a mont upexpected and 
warning mecting of mitieds, we Jean und the scribe discover chu 
they are apcaking the aame language. 

Once again it ia worth noting that feaus drawe on bis cary mastery 
of the Old Jestament, quoting Deuteronomy 6:4 (which a prayerful 
jew will say three times a day) and Leviticus 19:14, 
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Then Jesus goes on co the artack, demonstrating (from Scriprur 
again, see Psalm 110:1) that the Messiah is actually David's Lord - 
and thereby making a claim that will certainly have annoyed hi: 
opponents. From there he delivers an aggressive warning about the 
‘scribes’, whom we have increasingly, all through the Gospel, learn: 
to see as the enemy. And no sooner have we heard them dismissed a: 
thase who ‘devour the houses of widows’ than Jesus singles out 
precisely ἃ poor widow as the mast generous person in thar vers 
Temple where he has just made his outrageous prophetic gesture 
She, and ποῖ the buyers and sellers, nor the religious people, i: 
attenuve to God. 


The coming destruction 


132." And as he was going our of the Temple, one of his disciples says to him, “Teacher, 
look whac stones, and what buildings’ And Jesus said co him, ‘Do you see these 
great buildings? There will not be left here a stone upon a stone that will not be 
destroyed.’ 

And as he was sicting on the Mountain of Olives opposite the Temple, Peter and 
James and John and Andrew asked him privately, “Tell us when these things will 
be, and whar is the sign when all these things are about to be accomplished?’ And 
Jesus began to say to them, ‘Look out, that no one lead you astray. Many will come 
in my name, saying “1 AM”, and they will lead many astray. But when you hear of 
wars and rumours of wars, don't be frightened. It must happen. bur the end [is] 
not yet. For nation shall be raised against nation and kingdom against kingdom. 
There shall be earthquakes in places; there wilt be famines. These things are τῆς 
beginnings of [the] birth-pangs. Bur you, look at yourselves: they will betray you to 
Sanhedrins and Synagogues. You will be flogged, and you will be stood before 
procurators and kings, for my sake, as witness to them. 

‘And the gospel has first to be preached to all che nations. And when they take 
you, handing [you] over, don’t get agitated beforehand [abour] what you will say. 
Instead, whatever is given to you at that hour, say τῆλε. For it isn't vou who are 
saying [it], but the Holy Spint. And brother will hand over brother to death. and a 
father a child. And children will rebel against parents and put them to death. And 
you will be hated by ail because of my name. But the one who endures to che end -- 
that one will be saved. 

‘Buc when you see the abomination of desolation standing where it ought not 
(let the reader understand), chen let chose in Judaea flee into the mountains. Ler 
the one [who is] on crop of the house not come down, nor enter the house τὸ rake 
anything out. And the one who goes into the field, let him not turn back to take 
his cloak. Woe to women who are pregnant and who are suckling in those days. 
Pray that it doesn’t happen in wintertime: for those days will be tribulation, such as 
has nor occurred like this from the beginning of the creation which God created 
until now, and will not happen again. And if the Lord did not curtail the days, no 
flesh would be saved. But because of the chosen ones whom he chose he curtailed 
the days. 

‘And then, if anyone cells you, “Look! Here is the Messiah!” or “Look! There!” 
don't believe [chem]. For there shall arise false Messiahs and false prophets and they 
shall give signs and portents, so as to lead astray, were it possible, even the chosen. 
But you see: | have predicted everything for you. 
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‘But in chose days after che tribulation, 
the sun will be darkened 
and the moon shal] not give her light. 
And the stars shall be falling from heaven 
and the powers in the heavens shall cocter. 


‘And then they shall see the Son of Man coming on clouds with much power and 
glory. And then he will send his angels, and he will gather together the chosen ones 
from the four winds, from the furthest point of the earth to the furthest point of 
heaven. 

‘From the hg tree learn the parable. When its branch now hecomes tender and 1t 
puts forth leaves, you know chat the summer {or: harvest] is near. So you, when 
you se¢ these things happening, you know that he is clase upon τῆς gates. Amen | 
tell you. no way will this generation pass away uncil all these chings happen. 
Heaven and earth shall pass away: buc my words shall not pass away. 

‘Buc about thar day or that hour no one knows, not even the angels in heaven, 
nor the Son, but only the Farther. Look, stay awake. For you do not know when che 
time is. Like a man who went overseas, left his house and gave his slaves his 
auchoriry, for each his own work, and instructed the gatckeeper to stay awake. So 
you stay awake. For you do not know when the Lord of the house comes, whether 
late in the day or in che middle of the night or at cockcrow or early in the morning. 
{Be careful] lest he come suddenly and find you sleeping. What I say τὸ you | say to 
all: stay awake! 


This alarming and dramatic speech continues the mysterious 
discomfort that we have experienced throughout the Crospel. [t 
starts with the naive admiration of a spiricual tourist among the 
disciples, exclaiming over the beaury of Herod's ‘Temple; but Jesus 
has twice already given his verdict on the Jemple, and now he 
predicts its destruction. The ‘inner cabinet (plus Andrew, for once) 
asks him about the when and the how, but Jesus is prepared only to 
tell them that it will be cough, bue that (also) all will be well, 
provided chat they dont ger too credulous. He quores [saiah 13:10 
and 34:4 to give an idea of how dreadful it will all be, how 
unreliable all will seem to be that we have hitherto relied on. So we 
haye co be alert for che signs, but not pretend to know tue much: 
‘stay awake’ is (literally) the watchword. 


Introducing the Passion; another ‘Marcan sandwich’ 


Now it was che Passover and Unleavened Bread after cwo days. And che high priests 
and the scribes were trying to see how they could arrest him hy stealth and kill 
him. For chey were saying, ‘Not at che festival, Jest chere be a popular riot.’ 

And while he was in Bethany at the house of Simon the leper, while he lay down 
to dine, there came a woman, She had an alabaster jar of myrrh, pistachio-nard, 
genuine and very expensive. She broke the alabaster jac and poured it over his 
head. And there were some people getting quietly indignanc: “To what end has rhis 
waste of myrrh taken place? For this myrrh could have heen sold for more than 
three hundred denarii, and given to the poor.’ And they snorced indignantly at her. 
But Jesus said, ‘Leave her be. Why do you give her hassle? She has worked a good 
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work tn [regard ro] me. For it is always the case thar you have the poor with you: 
and whenever you want you can be bountiful to them. Bur me you do not always 
have. She has done what her resources allowed: she took an early opportunity τὸ 
anoint my body for burial. Buc, Amen I tell you, wherever the gospel is preached in 
the whole world, even what she has done will be spoken of in remembrance of her.’ 

And Judas Iscariot (onc of the Twelve) went off to the high priests τὸ betray him 
to them. And when they heard they rejoiced; and they promised to give him 
money. And he started to look to see how he might betray him at an appropriate 
time. 


Suddenly, with the imminence of the Passover (the first time chac 
this great feast has been mentioned in the Gospel} we are rushing 
towards the end that we have seen coming for some time now. Mark 
introduces the story with one of his ‘sandwiches. He wraps the 
story of the high priests and scribes wanting to commit discreet 
homicide, and their finding a willing accomplice in Judas, round a 
quite different story, of the anointing at the house of Simon the leper. 
The woman who performs this unconventional action (presenting 
Jesus as Messiah) ts clearly the scory’s heroine, her generosity 
contrasting with che murderous plans of the religious leaders and 
the treachery of Judas, and the small-mindedness of Jesus’ fellow 
guests. Hers is noc the whole story, however, for Jesus gives another 
verdict on what she has done; she has anointed him for his ‘burial’. 
These rwo stories, mixing generosity and love with some notably 
less attractive emotions, are Mark's way of telling us how to read the 
Passion Narrative. 


A Passover meal gone wrong 


And on the first day of Unleavened Bread, when they were sacrificing the Passover, 
his disciples said to him, ‘Where do you want us to go and prepare for you to eat 
the Passover?’ And he sends rwo of his disciples and says to them, ‘Go into the city: 
and a man carrying a jar of water will meet you. Follow him. And wherever he 
enters, tell the master of the house, “The teacher says, ‘Where is my lodging, where 
I may eat the Passover with my disciples?’.” And he will show you a big upstairs 
room furnished and ready. And there prepare for us.’ 

And the disciples went out and went τὸ the city; and they found [things] as he 
had said to chem. And they prepared the Passover. 

And when it grows late he comes with che Twelve. And as they lay down and 
were eating, Jesus said, ‘Amen | say to you, one of you will betray me, the one who 
is cating with me. They began co grieve, and to say τὸ him, one by one, ‘Surely it's 
not me, is it?’ And he said to them, ‘Onc of the Twelve, the one who dips his hand 
into the bowl with me. Because the Son of Man goes as it is written about him. Bur 
woe to that person through whom the Son of Man is handed over. It [would be] 
good for him if that person had not been born.’ 

And as they were eating, he rook bread, blessed, broke, and gave it to them, and 
said, ‘Take, this is my body.’ And he took a cup and gave thanks, and gave it to 
them. And they all drank of it. And he said co them, ‘This is my blood of the 
covenant. [τ is poured out for many. Amen [ cell you chat no way any longer shall | 
drink of the fruit of the vine unul ciat day when 1 drink it new in the kingdom of God’ 
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After the sandwiched story of the anointing, we attend the Passover 
meal. This is the greatest and most joyous meal of the Jewish year, 
but our expectations are going to be disappointed. We note that in 
the crowded city of Jerusalem the disciples have only just wondered 
about making arrangements. Fortunately Jesus has already set 
something up on his own account. ‘hat, however, ts the last piece 
of good news for a while, because no sooner has the meal hegun than 
Jesus predicts that one of those sharing this great occasion with him 
will berray him, an almost unimaginable offence against the Near 
Eastern code of hospitality. Nor does the mood lift very much as he 
takes the bread and wine and says, ‘This is my body . . . chis is my 
blood of the covenant. It is poured out for many. Whatever else this 
means, it sounds like death. 


Gethsemani: idle boasting, and a desperately serious prayer 


And they sang a hymn and went our to the Mountatn of Olives. And Jesus said to 
them, ‘You will all be led into sin, because it ts written, 


“Ἴ shall strike the shepherd 
and the sheep shall be scattered.” 


‘But after [ have been raised | shall go before you [or: lead you! into Galilee.’ And 
Peter said to him, ‘Even if all [the others] are led into sin... but not me.’ And 
Jesus says to him, ‘Amen J say to you: Today, this very night, before the cock crows 
twice, you will deny me chree times.’ And he started to babble with great emphasis, 
‘Even if it is necessary for me ro die with yau, no way shal] 1 deny you.’ And they 
all talked in the same vein, 

And they come to a place whose name is G:ethsemani. And he says τὸ his 
disciples, ‘Sic here, while | pray. And he takes along Peter and James and John with 
him. And he began to be distressed and in anxiety. And he says co them, ‘My soul 
is very sad, even to death: remain here, and keep awake. And going a little hit 
forward, he fell on the earth. And he prayed that if it were possible che hour might 
pass away from him. And he said. ‘Abba, Father, everything is possible far you. 
Remove this cup from me. But not “What do I wane?” but “What do you wane”. 
And he comes and finds them sleeping, and he says to Peter, ‘Simon, are you 
sleeping? Did you not have the strength to stay awake for a single hour? Watch and 
pray, that you may not come into temptation. The spirit is eager; hur che Hesh is 
sick. And again he went off and prayed, saying the same thing. And again he came 
and found chem sleeping. For their eyes were weighed down. And they didn’t know 
what to say to him. And he comes the third time and says to them, ‘Are you going 
to sleep and lounge about for the rest [of your lives]? That's itr. The hour has come. 
Look! The Son of Man is being betrayed into the hands of sinners. Arise -- let us 
go! Look: the one who betrays me has drawn near.’ 


Singing a hymn sounds cheerful enough; bur there is not much else 
to be cheerful about, and the alert reader will in amy case be 
reflecting that leaving the city for the Mountain of Olives sounds 
like a strategic withdrawal. Jesus warns them (citing the prediction 
of Zechariah 13:7) that chey are on the point of abandoning him. 
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All of them, but most especially Peter, protese che impossibility of 
this: ‘even if al] the others . . . even if it’s necessary for me to die with 
you... 

Then he cells the disciples to sit, and takes the ‘inner cabinet’, and 
asks them simply to keep awake while he prays ro the Father. Mark 
permits us to eavesdrop on his prayer: ‘Abba, Father’ is the confident 
address; but the content is sad and fearful: ‘Remove this cup from 
me.’ Like all the best stories, this one comes in three parts, and each 
time, after his desperate prayer, Jesus finds the disciples asleep. That 
is all there is to it: we do not hear any response from τῆς Father. 


Nevertheless it is noticeable that Jesus walks tall after this, so presumably 


something happened in the course of that prayer. 


The loneliness of Jesus 


And immediately, while he was still speaking, Judas, one of τῆς Twelve, appears, 
and with him a crowd with swords and cudgels, from the high priests and scribes 
and elders. The one who was betraying him had given chem a secret signal, saying. 
‘The one whom I'll kiss — that’s che one. Arrest him and lead him securely away.’ 
And when he came he immediately came to him and says, ‘Rabbi’, and he kissed 
him. And they laid hands on him and arrested him. And one of the bystanders 
drawing his sword struck the High Priest’s slave and took off his ear lobe. And 
Jesus responded and cold them, ‘As though | were a brigand, you've come out τὸ 
seize me with swords and cudgels. Every day | was with you, teaching in the 
Temple: and you didn’t arrest me. Bur Jet che scriptures be fulfilled.’ 

And they abandoned him; and every one of chem Ad. 

And a certain young man was following along with him, wearing a linen cloth 
over his naked body. And they arrest him. But he cast aside che linen cloth and fled 
naked. 


Ac this point, Jesus is arrested (by now that comes as no surprise); 
the arresting party is led, as Mark emphasises, by ‘one of the 
Twelve’, and comes, armed to the teeth, representing the religious 
authorities. The act of betrayal is performed with ἃ formal greeting 
(‘Rabbi’), and a kiss, which underlines che horror of it. A pathetic 
attempt at resistance (cutting off a slave's ear lobe!) is clearly both 
irrelevant and useless. Jesus is able to manage an ironic comment on 
what is happening; but no one else can manage anything at all: ‘they 
abandoned him; and every one of them Aled’. The mysterious young 
man who runs away naked could be absolutely anybody (scholars 
and other readers have made some interesting guesses!) — certainly 
one of his functions is to emphasise Jesus’ utter loneliness. 


The Sanhedrin looks for (and finds) evidence against Jesus 


And they led Jesus to che High Priest, and all the high priests and elders and scribes 
came together. And Peter followed him from a long way off, right into the High 
Priest's courtyard. And he was sitting in with che other servants, and warming 


himself towards the light. 
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And the high priests and the whole Sanhedrin began to look for evidence against 
Jesus in order to put him τὸ death. And they couldnt fnd [any]. For many gave 
talse witness against him: and their evidence didnt match up. And some got up 
and bore false witness, to the effect: ‘We heard him say, “I shall destroy this Temple 
made by hand, and in three days I shall build another, not made by hands.”’ And 
noc even chen did their evidence match up. And the High Priest rose up in the 
middle and interrogated Jesus, saying, ‘Do you make no response? What evidence 
are these people bringing against you?’ But he was silent, and made no response at 
all. 

Again τῆς High Priest interrogated him and says to him, ‘Are you the Messiah, 
the Son of the Blessed One?’ And Jesus said, ΑΜ, And “You will see the Son of 
Man sitting on the right side of power” and “coming with the clouds of heaven”. 
And the High Priest tore his garments and said, “Why do we need any more 
witnesses? You heard the blasphemy. How does it seem to you?’ And they all 
condemned him as liable to the death penalry. And some people began to spit on 
him and cover his head, and to strike him and say to him, ‘Prophesy.’ And the 
servants reccived him with blows. 


Now comes the first judicial hearing, Jesus before the High Priest 
and Sanhedrin. Mark is quite clear chat their aim is death, but also 
that they want some colourable evidence. There ts a promusing 
claim about destroying the Temple and building another in three 
days, which they might have linked with his prophetic gesture of 
driving our the commercial interests from the Temple, bur since 
Jesus is saying nothing, there is not much going for chem. Finally, 
the High Priest asks che question that has been lurking just below 
the surface of the texc all che way through this Gospel: ‘Are you che 
Messiah, the Son of the Blessed One?’ We, che reader, have known 
the answer co this question since the Gospel’s very first line, bur it ts 
nevertheless a surprise when Jesus roundly declares ‘1 AM’ (quoting 
as he does so our old friends Daniel 7:13 and Psalm 110:1), and so 
allows the charge of blasphemy to bave some substance. 


Peter has never heard of Jesus 


And Peter was still below in the courtyard. And there comes a single lirtle slave girl 
of the High Priest. And seeing Peter warming himself she had a good look at him 
and says, ‘You were also with the Nazarene, [that] Jesus.. And he denied it, saying, 
Ἵ neither know nor understand what you are saying.’ And he went out into the 
forecourt. And the little slave girl saw him and began again to say to the 
bystanders, “This [fellow] 1s from that lot.’ And he again denied [it]. And again 
after a little the bystanders started to say to Peter, ‘You must certainly be [one] of 
them: you're a Galilean.’ And he began to curse and swear, ‘I don’t know this fellow 
youre talking abour. 

And immediately for the second time a cock crowed. And Peter remembered the 
word, how Jesus had told him, ‘Before the cock crows cwice, three times you will 
deny me.’ 


And he thought of it and wepr. 
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Jesus is not, it curns out, quite alone, because Peter has ‘followed 
from a long way off’. Now, though, Peter is going to be tested (as 
Jesus had warned him). Absurdly (and Mark does nothing to hide 
the absurdity) the instrument of testing is the not very frightening 
Agure of just one ‘little slave girl’, who says, quite correctly, "You 
were with the Nazarene’. Peter won't admit that, under any 
circumstances, even when confronted with bystanders, and with the 
evidence of his dreadful Galilean accent: ‘I don’t know the fellow 
youre talking about.’ Then the cock crows, and Peter remembers, 
and dissolves into saving and healing tears. 


Pilate reluctantly agrees τὸ Jesus’ death 


15." And immediately, early in the morning, they held a consultation, the high priests 


1& 24 


with che elders and scribes and the whole Sanhedrin. And they bound Jesus and led 
him away and handed him over to Pilate. And Pilate interrogated him, ‘You are che 
“King of the Jews”?’ But he answered and said, ‘You say so.’ And the high priests 
made many accusations against him. And Pilate interrogated him again, saying, 
"You do not respond? Look how many chings they accuse you of! But Jesus no 
longer made any response, so that Pilate wondered. 

Now at the feast he used τὸ free for them one prisoner whorn they requested. 
And there was the one known as Barabbas, who had been imprisoned with the 
revolutionaries who had committed murder in che revolt. And the crowd came up 
and began to ask [Pilate to do] what he used to do for them. And Pilate responded 
to them, saying, ‘Do you want me to release the “King of the Jews” to you?’ For he 
knew chat it was out of spite that the high priests had handed him over. And the 
high priests incited che crowd that he should rather release Barabbas to rhem, And 
Pilate again responded; and he was saying to them, ‘So what do you want me to do 
with the “King of the Jews”?’ And they again screamed our, “Crucify him. And 
Pilate tried to say to them, “Why? What crime has he committed?’ And chey 
screamed out all the more, “Crucify him.’ 

Then Pilate, wanting to do enough [to please] the crowd, released Barabbas to 
them. And he handed Jesus over ro be crucified, having scourged him. 


The Sanhedrin now holds a second session, after which they finally 
bring the local Roman governor into che matter. Pilate hardly knows 
whar is going on, despairingly asking if Jesus is ‘King of the Jews’ 
(about the only concept he can grasp); like the High Priest before 
him, he gets nothing out of Jesus. Nor, when he tries to release 
Jesus, does he get anything out of the crowd (which Mark blames 
on the high priests). Everyone seems, on this account, agreed that 
Jesus has done nothing to deserve it; but there he is, being scourged 
in preparation for a horrible deach. 


The journey to Golgotha 
And the soldiers led him inside the courtyard, which is the praetorium. And chey 


call together the whole cohort. And they clothe him in purple and place on him a 
thormy wreath which they wove. And they began to acclaim him, “Hail, King of che 


118 


MARK [ἢ 


Jews.’ And they started to beat his head with a reed; and they were spitting on him, 
and they were kneeling down and worshipping him. 

And when they had mocked him, they took the purple off him, and put his own 
clothes on him. And they take him out co crucify him, 

And they conscript a certain passer-hy, Simon, a Cyrencan coming in from che 
countryside, the father of Alexander and Rufus, τὸ @arcy his cross. And they take 
him co the place Golgotha, which when it is translated ts ‘Place of the Skull’, And 
they tried to give him wine Aavoured with myrrh — hur he didn’s cake it, And they 
crucify him. And they ‘divide his garments, casting a lot over them [to see] who 
would get something. 


Two quite different things happen now. First, the soldiers, picking 
up the idea that ‘this one thinks he's a king! have a little game, 
dressing him up and doing a horrihle parody of respect for a king. 
Second, though, these same soldiers conscript an Affican τὸ help 
Jesus. Mark tells us that this Simon is ‘the father of Alexander and 
Rufus’; now the only reason Mark mentions their names must be 
that his church knows them. So something must have happened to 
Simon of Cyrene that day, to curn his sons into disciples; and that is 
the first bit of good news that we have had for a long cme. Someone 
tries to reduce Jesus’ pain hy giving him ‘wine Havoured with 
myrrh, hut he refuses, and Grolgotha lives up τὸ its grim: name, ats 
they squahble over who's to have his clothes. 

The quotation ahout ‘dividing his garments’ is trany Psalm 22:18. 
The early Christians had clearly meditated on this psalm, to try and 
find some meaning in the awful event of Jesus’ crucifixion, Jesus’ 
dying words, in the nexc sectian, may well he a quotation of its 
opening line. Read through the psalm, and see what other details 
surface in Marks text hereahours. 


A very lonely death 


Now it was the third hour, and they crucihed him, And the inscriprion of his 
charge was inscribed ‘The King of the Jews. And with him they crucify two 
brigands, one on [the] right and one on his left. And che passers-by started ta 
hlaspheme him, nodding their heads and saying, ‘Aha! The chap who destroys the 
Temple and builds it in three days! Save yourself [by| coming down from the 
cross!) Likewise the high priests were making mocking comments to each other, 
along with the scribes, ‘He saved others; himself he cannot save. Lee the “Messiah”, 
the “King of Israel”, come down from the cross, now, so that we may sec and 
helieve. 

Even those crucified along with him reviled him. 

And when it came to the sixth hour, darkness came on the whole land until the 
ninth hour. And ar the ninth hour Jesus shouted in a loud vaice, ‘Eloi, eloi, lema 
sabachthani?’ which when it is translated is, “My God, my (τοῦ, far what purpose 
did you abandon me?’ And some of the bystanders, hearing [this], started to say, 
‘Look -- he is calling on Elijah.’ And someone ran and filled a sponge with vinegar 
and put it round a stick and gaye it to him to drink, saying, ‘Wait -- let's see if Elijah 
is coming to take him down.’ But Jesus, letting out a great shout, expired. 
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Now Mark, wich unusual exactness, tells us that Jesus was on the 
cross for six agonising hours. On his right and left, in a cerrible parody 
of a ruler’s enthronement, are his two ‘co-rulers’, whom Mark 
dismisses as ‘bngands’. Then, instead of the normal fawning sycophancy, 
Jesus gets abuse from passers-by, ‘Save yourself’; from high priests 
and scribes, ‘Let the “Messiah”, the “King of Israel”, come down 
from the cross now’; and finally from his fellow convicts. 

Then comes Nature's comment on what is happening: ‘darkness 
... until τῆς ninth hour’, and a heart-rending cry of loneliness: ‘My 
God, my God, for what purpose did you abandon me? Some 
readers note that these are the opening words of Psalm 22, which 
ends with an encouraging cry of joy. That may be so, bue Mark 
quotes the phrase in Jesus’ native Aramaic, not in the Hebrew in 
which the Psalms were written, and | chink chat Mark intends us to 
feel the loneliness. No one understands him, anyway -- they think 
that perhaps Elijah may drop in. As we hear this, we reflect that 
hope was not very far below che surface of those who watched Jesus 


dic: perhaps after all, he might have been the real thing. . . ? 


The final, remarkable verdict 


And the veil of the Temple was torn in two, from the top to the very bottom. And 
seeing that he expired in chis way, the centurion who stood by, over against him, 
said, “Truly chis man was Son of God.’ 


Now thar Jesus is safely dead, we hear the verdict on his life. First 
there is che tearing of the Temple veil. Clearly we are intended to 
read this as God's comment on Jesus’ death, and on the part played 
in it by the Temple authorities. 

The second verdict is even more remarkable. For the cenrurion 
who has watched Jesus dic in this appalling, and appallingly lonely, 
way now gives his comment: “Truly this man was Son of God.’ Now 
we, the reader, have known this since the opening line of the 
Gospel, and even if we hadn't, we have cwice heard God saying so. 
This verdict, on the lips of such a man, is the climax of the Gospels 
remarkable treatment of who Jesus is: a mysterious and very different 


Messiah, but Messiah and Son of God neverrheless. 


The circumstances of Jesus’ burial 


And there were women looking at him from afar, among whom were also Mary the 
Magdalene, and Mary mother of James the Little and of Joses, and Salome, the 
women who when he was in the Galilee used to follow him and minister to him, 
and many other women who came with him up to Jerusalem. 

And when it had already become late, since it was Preparation Day, which is the 
day before the Sabbath, there came Joseph, the one from Arimathea. He was a 
reputable councillor; and he was also waiting for the kingdom of God. He was 
daring enough to go to Pilate and ask for the body of Jesus. And Pilate wondered if 
he was already dead [or: was surprised thax he should be already dead]. And he 
summoned the centurion and asked if he was long dead. And when he had 
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confirmation from the centurion, he gifted the corpse co Joseph. And he bought a 
linen cloth and cook him down and wrapped him in the linen cloth and placed 
him in a tomb which was hewn out of rock. And he rolled a stane on to the door 
of the comb. 

And Mary the Magdalene and Mary [che mother| of Joses were watching where 
he lay. 


Jesus was properly dead, no question abouc it, and now we see him 
buried. First, chough, we discover thar he was not as alane as we had 
feared: it turns out that the brave women were there, who had 
followed him from Galilee. Then a male follower of Jesus comes out 
of the woodwork: Jnseph of Arimathea, whom we have not heard of 
before, bur who is clearly quite serious about his discipleship. 
Finally (in case we should wonder if anyone actually knew where 
the tomb was), we learn that nvo women were at the site. 


Three endings to the Gospel 


And when the Sabbarch was at last over, Mary the Magdalene, and Mary the mother 
of James, and Salome bought spices in order to come and anoint him, And extremely 
carly on the first of the Sabbaths they come co the tomb. The sun bad already risen. 
And they said to themselves, “ho will roll away the stone for us from the door of 
the tomb?’ And looking up [or: recovering their sight] they see that the stone has 
been rolled away. For it was very big. And going into the tomb they saw a young 
man sitting on the right wearing a white robe. And they were alarmed. Bur he said 
co the wamen, “Do not be alarmed. You seek Jesus the Nazarene, the one who was 
crucified. He is risen; he is not here. See the place where they puc him. Bur go, tell 
his disciples, and Peter, that “he is going before you [or: leading you] into the 
Galilee. There you wil] see him, as he said to you”.’ And going out they fled from 
the tomb, for quivering and astonishment had hold of them. And they said 
nothing to anybody. For they were afraid . . . 


Most scholars today regard this as the original ending of Mark's 
Gospel, and the ‘long’ and short endings, printed overleaf, as 
additions made by people who were not the original author, and 
who regarded this as an unsuitable ending. But ic is a marvellous 
passage: you can fee! the impatience of these women, as they grind 
their way through the Sabbath, before they can buy spices to do the 
needful for Jesus’ dead body {and notice, by the way, that they 
evidently did noc believe in che Resurrection; you can only anoint 
dead bodies if they stay where chey are puc). Mark makes, perhaps, a 
little joke at their expense, when he says that ‘the sun had already 
risen’; and if the reader is inclined to berate the women for cheir 
improvidence in noc thinking in advance about how to roll che 
stone away, then just ask where Jesus’ male followers are at this 
moment. Then there is the young man, and the information that he 
already has, and the precious proclamation that he gives them: ‘be is 
risen. Then there is che Aight of the women; but there is a clue even 
there: ‘quivering and astonishment is a sign of the presence of God. 
This is a powerful ending. 
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The ‘long ending’ [16:9-20] 


But being resurrected early on the first day of the 
weck he appeared to Mary the Magdalene, from 
whom he had cast our seven demons, She went and 
announced to those wich him, who had taken to 
mourning and weeping. And they, hearing that he 
was alive and had been seen by her did not believe 
[or: had no faith). And after this he appeared in a 
different form to cwo of chem who were walking τὸ 
the country. And they went and announced it to che 
rest. And they did not even believe them. Later, he 
appeared τὸ the eleven chemselves as they were at 
table and he reproached them for cheir faithlessness 
and hardness of heart, because they had not believed 
those who had seen him resurrected. And he said to 
them, ‘Go into the whole world. Proclaim the gospel 
to all creation. The one who believes and is baptised 
will be saved; but the fairhless [or: the one who does 
not believe] will be condemned. These signs will 
follow those who do believe: in my name, they will 
expel demons. They will speak in new languages. And 
in their hands chey will lift up snakes. And if they 
drink anything lethal it will noc harm them. They will 
lay hands on the sick and they will be well.’ And so 
the Lord Jesus after speaking to chem was taken up 
into heaven and sat at che right hand of God. 
Meanwhile they went out and preached everywhere, 
the Lord working with them and confirming theic 
word through the signs that followed them. 


They concisely 
proclaimed all rhe 
Instructions to those 
[who were gathered] 
around Peter. 


And after this, Jesus 
himself, from east as far 
as the west sent our 
through them the holy 
and imperishable 
proclamation of eternal 
salvation, Amen. 


In a fit of generosity, the manuscripts now give us not one bur three 
endings to the Gospel. The ‘long ending’ and che ‘short ending’ 
probably suggest an artempr by larer auchors to patch up what they 
thought to be Mark's failure to produce a proper ending. The ‘long 
ending’ is really a series of scenes taken from other Gospels and 
from Acts, while the ‘short ending’ is just a way of bringing the 
story to a suitable conclusion. 

It looks, cherefore, as though che Gospel originally ended at 16:8, 
‘And they said nothing to anybody. For they were afraid .. . ’ Now it 
may have been rats or mice that ate the original ending of the 
manuscript. But as we have read the Gospel togecher, we have seen 
how mysterious ir is, with its subtle portrayal of what Jesus is like, 
and what his disciples must be like; and certainly such an ending 
would fit. And, of course, we know chat che women must have said 
something to someone, or we should not be reading this extra- 
ordinary Gospel. 


According to Luke 


Introduction 


Luke's Gospel is undeniably the most charming of the four; but it has an underlying 
toughness that we ignore at our peril. 

Luke cells all the best stories. It is a fair bet, for example, that your favourite 
parable comes from this Gospel; and Luke is the gentlest of the evangelists, but we 
should notice that he is very strong indeed on the dangers of money and of 
material possessions. 

The other thing τὸ remember, al! che time, is that this Gospel, the longest of the 
four, is the first pare of a nwo-volume work chat we may call Luke-Acts. 
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The Prologue 


Secing chat a good many people have set cheir hand to compile a narrative of the 
things chat have been fulfilled amongst us, just as those who from the beginning 
were cyewitnesses and ministers of the word have handed down to us, | also have 
decided, having investigated everything from the outset, to write it down for you, 
most excellent Theophilus, carefully and in order. My incention is that you should 


have a complete knowledge of τῆς truth of the chings which you have been taught. 


Luke's is che only Gospel to start with a statement of what he is 
about (unless you count the rather brief heading which Mark 
offers); and it may be helpful for our reading of the Gospel if we 
start by looking at what he says. First, it is addressed to ‘most 
excellent Theophilus’, who might be a real person, of high social 
standing, perhaps one of che Equites, who formed the second rank 
of Roman society. Or, given that the name Theophilus means ‘Lover 
of God’ or ‘Beloved by God’, it might be addressed τὸ any interested 
Christian. 

Seeond, Luke's language shows chat he is aiming at some kind of 
historical accuracy: he even sugpests chat his predecessors (Mark?) 
have not succeeded in chis aim. And we notice his insistence on 
careful investigation, and his stated intention of writing ‘carefully 
and in order’, and his stress on the importance of ‘eyewitnesses. 

Third, however, Luke is not just trying τὸ write history. The alert 
reader wil] have noticed one or rwo words chat belong racher in the 
area of religious education: ‘hand down’, ‘fulfilled’, ‘ministers’, ‘truth’ 
(or ‘infallibility’) of che chings which you have been caught (or 
‘catechised’). So there is a religious aim here also. 

Finally, notice chat Jesus is nat mentioned here, nor anywhere in 
Chapter 1 unal we reach che encounter between the ange! Gabriel 
and Mary; so presumably this work is intended for circulation only 
among Chrisuans, who already know what it is about. 


The Annunciation of John the Baptist (5-25) 
Setting the scene 


There was in τῆς days of Herod, King of Judaea, a certain pnest, Zachariah by 
name, of the division of Abijah; and his wife was of the daughters of Aaron, and 
her name was Elisabeth. They were both upright before God, walking blameless in 
all che commandments and precepts of the Lord. And they had no child, because 
Elisabeth was barren, and chey were both advanced in their days. 


Luke is the most artistic of all the Gospels, and probably more of 
Luke's stories have been painted than those in any other Gospel. We 
see his artistry here, deft touches chat set che scene; and we need to 
stand back and admire the entire composition. He starts with the 
story of John the Baptist, who is in tum going to point to the more 
important reality of Jesus. Neicher figure has been mentioned so 
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far, and yet the reader is following without difficulty. Such is Luke's 
skull. 

Now look at the details. First of ali, the air we are breaching here 
is chat of che Old Testament. Even Luke's language makes that point 
(though it is hard to put it into English without sounding 
contrived). We notice this charming couple, both of priestly 
ancestry {she is ‘of the daughters of Aaron’); so John the Baprtist’s 
parentage is similar to that of the prophet Jeremiah. They are 
observant Jews, ‘walking blameless in all the commandments and 
precepts of the Lord’. And they have no child — so readers familiar 
with the Hebrew Bible know that, according to the rules of the 
game, a child is on its way. Even the names signal thac something 
important is going ahead. Zachariah means ‘the Lord has remembered’, 
Abijah, “My Father is che Lord’, and Elisabeth, “My God has sworn 
an oath. 

Finally, look at the first name we meet: ‘in the days of Herod, 
King of Judaea’. Here we see another instance of Luke's artistry. For 
there is a clear echo here of the Books of Kings, where events are 
frequently dated by the reigns of one or other of the Kings of Judah 
or Israel (see, for example, 1 Kings 15:1, 9); and so the reader is 
immediately transported into the world of the Old Testament. The 
name of Herod, however, strikes a jarring note; any member of chat 
family is liable to mean trouble, and this particular one was ‘Herod 
the Great, the most remarkable face about whom is chat he 
succeeded in dying in his bed (albeit very unpleasantly, according to 
the Jewish historian Josephus). The readers of Luke's Gospel will 
have been well aware that it was his son who would appear in Luke's 
account of Jesus’ last days (Luke 23:7ff,). 


First appearance of the angel Gabriel 


It came to pass, as [Zachariah] was doing his priestly dury, in the appointed order 
of his division, before God; according to the custom of the priesthood it fell to his 
loc co enter the Temple of the Lord and burn incense. And the whole crowd of the 
populace was praying outside at the hour of the incense offering. And the angel of 
the Lord appeared to him, standing on the right of the altar of incense. And 
Zachariah was disturbed when he saw it; and fear fell upon him. And the angel said 
to him, ‘Do not be afraid, Zachariah, because your supplication has been heard, 
and your wife Elisabeth will bear a son for you, and you will call his name John. 
And there shall be joy and exultation and many will rejoice at his birth, for he shall 
be great before the Lord. “And he shall not drink wine and strong drink” and he 
shall be filled with the Holy Spirit right from his mother’s womb. And he shall curn 
many of the children of Israel to the Lord their God. And he shall go before him in 
the spirit and power of Elijah, to turn the hearts of fathers to their children and che 
disobedient [so as to walk] in the understanding of justice, to prepare for the Lord 
a people that has been made ready.’ 

And Zachariah said τὸ the angel, ‘How shall 1 know this? For I am old, and my 


wife is advanced in her years. 
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And the angel replied and said to him, ‘] am Gabriel, who stands before God. 
And I was sent τὸ speak to you, and to give you these good ridings. And look! you 
will be silent and unable τὸ speak unci] the day when chese things came to pass, 
because you did noc believe these words of mine, which silf be fulfilled ac their 
righe time.’ 

And the populace [was] waiting for Zachartah, and they were astonished chat he 
took so long in the Temple. When he came out, he could not speak to chem, and 
they realised chat he had seen a vision in the Temple. And he kept nodding τὸ 
them, and he remained dumb. And it came to pass that when the days of his 
service were fulfilled, he went back to his home. 

After these days, Elisabeth his wife conceived, and she hid herself for six months, 
saying, Thus the Lord has done for me in the days when he looked with favour on 
me, to take away my shame in the eyes of human beings.’ 


Luke the artist is very much in evidence here. The biblical tone of 
his Greek continues, and 1 have tried to hint at it in the cranslation. 
The scene is painted with great skill: the Temple setting is depicted 
in a couple of effordess strokes of the brush. And then there is ‘the 
populace’. Luke has chem there from the beginning, ‘praying outside’. 
This has ewo effects: firse, they act as the background of the dialogue 
berween Zachariah and the angel. Second, Luke is going to employ 
them later in the scene, to emphasise the startling nature of what 
has occurred. 

Another name appears (still no Jesus!), chat of John (‘God has 
acted graciously’). We learn of him first, looking back. thac ‘he shall 
not drink wine and strong drink’, which is a direct quotation of 
Leviticus 10:9 and Numbers 6:3; and we recall 1 Samuel! 1:11, 
where Hannah, another childless wife, is praying for a boy. Her 
praycr will be granced, and she will produce the prophet Samuel (be 
careful what you pray for!). Second, looking forward, ‘he shall be 
filled with the Holy Spirit’. The rwo-volume work Luke-Acts is the 
story of what happens when people allow themselves to be ‘filled 
with the Holy Spirit’. Others to whom it will happen are: Elisabeth, 
Mary, Jesus, Peter, Stephen, and, of course, Paul. 

Zachariah's question may strike us as a perfectly reasonable onc, 
and not all that different from what Mary says a few verses later 
(‘How will this be?'); but Zachariah is punished for his question, 
and Mary is not. Why this unequal distribution of sanctions? First, 
Mary's question accepts what is going τὸ happen, and simply indicates 
a perfectly sensible difficulty. Second, it is artistically necessary for 
Luke to make Zachariah a bit (bur not too much) inferior to Mary 
~ because her child, who has stil] not been mentioned, is going to be 
much more important than his. 

Lastly, the perceptive populace realises that Zachariah has seen a 
vision. Later on we shall meet 24:23 where the same word is used to 
refer, disparagingly, to the evidence of the women who found Jesus’ 
tomb empry. And they, of course, were right τὸ believe what the 
angels had cold them... 


126 


ate AS 


39-46 


LUKE 1 


Second appearance of Gabriel 


In the sixth month the angel Gabriel was sent to a city of Galilee whose name ts 
Nazareth, to a virgin engaged to a man whose name was Joseph, of the house of 
David; and the name of the virgin was Mary. 

And going in to her he said, ‘Rejoice, you who have received favour: the Lord is 
with you. 

She was deeply disturbed at che remark, and wondered what kind of thing this 
greeting might be. 

And the angel said to her, ‘Do not be afraid, Mary. For you have found favour 
with God. And look! you will conceive in the womb, and bear a son. And you shall 
call his name Jesus. This one will be great, and will be called Son of the Most High. 
And the Lord will give him the throne of his ancestor David. And he shall rule over 
the house of David for ever and of his reign there shall be no end.’ 

And Mary said to the angel, ‘How will chis be, since [ do not know a man?’ 

And the angel answered and said to her, ‘[The] Holy Spirit will come upon you, 
and che power of the Most High will overshadow you. Therefore chat which is conceived 
is holy and will be called Son of God. And look, Elisabeth, your kinswoman, she 
too has conceived a son in her old age, and this is che sixth month for her who was 
called “Barren”; because there is no such ching as an impossibility to God.’ 

Mary said, ‘Look, the Lord’s slave-woman. Let it happen to me in accordance 
with your word.’ And the angel went from her. 


This lovely picture, which a thousand artists have tried τὸ pane, 
needs to be seen cogether wich ics companion-piece, the announce- 
ment to Zachariah. Like him, Mary is told ‘do not be afraid’; like 
him, she notes the difficulty of ic. The difference is that this is not 
depicted as an answer to Mary's prayer (how could it be?), and that 
Mary is more straightforwardly ready τὸ go along with che divine 
invitation, We may also norice (as something that we shall see in 
Luke's Gospel) that Mary, the girl of no status from an utterly 
insignificance village, turns our to be the person in whom Luke ts 
most interested in the opening two chapters. 

Or rather, nor quite; for one character is not mentioned, and yet 
underlies every line of τῆς text, namely God. Consider what Luke 1s 
saying when he says at the beginning of this section, ‘the angel 
Gabriel was sent’: by whom? By, clearly, God, who is in sole charge 
of all che evenrs that Luke narrates. That is something for us to 
remember in our reading of the whole of che rest of the Gospel. 


Two mothers are brought together 


Mary arose in those days and journeyed in a hurry τὸ che hill-country, to a city 
of Judah, and she entered the house of Zachariah and greeted Elisabeth. And it 
happened when Elisabeth heard Mary's preeting, the unborn child leape in her 
womb, and Elisabeth was filled wich the Holy Spirit, and she cried out in a loud 
voice and said, “Blessed are you among women, and blessed is the fruit of your 
womb. And how does this happen to me, that the Mother of my Lord should come 
to me? For look! As the sound of your greeting came to my ears, the unborn child 
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leapt with exultation in my womb. And happy is she who believed that chere 
would be a fulfilment of the things spoken to her from the Lord. 
And Mary said, 


‘My soul extols the Lord 
and my spirit has exulted in God my Saviour 


because he has looked [favourably] on the humble state of his slave girl. 
For look! From now on, all generations will congrarulate me 


because the Powerful One has done great things for me. 


and holy is his name. 


And his mercy is for generation after generation on those who fear him. 


He has done a mighty deed with his arm. 


He has scattered thase who are haughty in the thoughts of their heart. 


He has deposed mulers from their thrones 
and raised up the humble. 
The hungry he has filled with good things 
and the wealthy he has sent away empty. 


He has helped his servanc Israel, remembering his mercy. 


As he spoke to our ancestors, 
to Abraham and his descendants for ever.’ 


Mary remained with her about three months, and she returned to her home. 


In this episode, wich consummate artistry, Luke brings cwo stories, 
those of John the Baptist and Jesus, effortlessly together. Notice rwo 
themes that are becoming familiar: those of ‘journeying’, and being 
‘filled with the Holy Spirit’. Luke also delicately indicates that although 
John the Baptist comes first, he is actually inferior τὸ Mary's child. 
Another theme that is of importance to Luke's Gospel underlies 
the Magnificat. Possibly because his church was from the more well- 
to-do section of society (you must decide as you read the Gospel 
whether or not you agree with this possibility), Luke emphasises 
more than the other Gospels God's preference for those at the 
bottom of society's pnorities: Mary is a ‘slave girl’ and ‘humble’, and 
God exalts the ‘hungry’. The ‘great things’ that God is praised for 
having done to Mary are etymologically connected with the word 


that we have cranslaced ‘extols; sometimes it is rendered ‘magnifies’. 


First birth and its attendant circumstances 


Meanwhile, for Elisabeth her time was fulfilled to bring forth her child - and she 
bore a son. And her neighbours and relatives heard that the Lord had muluplied 
his mercy in regard to her; and they rejoiced with her. And it happened on τῆς 
eighth day that they came co circumcise the child; and they were trying τὸ cal) him 
by the name of his father Zachanah, And his mother responded and said, ‘No -- on 
the contrary; he shall be called John.’ 

And they said to her, “There's no one from [among] your kinsfolk whos called by 
this name.’ And they started nodding to his father, [to know] what he wanted him 
to be called. And he asked for a litde writing-tablet and wrote, ‘John is his name’. 
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And they were all amazed. And his mouth was opened immediately, and he spoke, 
blessing God. And there came fear upon al] theie neighbours; and in the whole 
hill-country of Judaea all chese events were discussed; and all those who heard 
{chem) placed [chem] in cheir hearts, saying ‘so what is chis child going to be?’ For 
indeed the hand of the Lord was with him. 

And Zachariah his father was filled with the Holy Spirit, and prophesied, saying, 


‘Blessed is the Lord, the God of Israel, 
for he has looked ac his people, and brought about cheir release 
and raised up a horn of salvation for us 
in the house of David his servant, 
as he spoke through the mouth of the haly ones of old, his prophets, 
salvation from our enemies, and from the hands of al] chose who hate us, 
to work mercy with our ancestors 
and to remember his holy covenant, 
an oath which he swore to Abraham our ancestor 
to grant to us, once we had been fearlessly delivered from enemy hands, 
to worship him in holiness and righteousness 
before him al] our days. 
And you, litle child, you shall be called a prophet of the Most High; 
for you shall go before the Lord, to prepare his ways, 
to give knowledge of salvation to his people, chrough forgiveness of their sins 
through che compassionate heart of our Gad, 
by which he will visit us, τῆς risen sun from on high, 
to appear to those who sit in darkness and in the shadow of death, 
to straighten our feet into the way of peace.’ 


And the lictle child grew and was strengthened in the spirit; and he was in the 
desert unul the day of his revelation co Israel. 


John the Baptist’s birth is splendidly told: Elisabeth's independence 
of spirit, as she insists that the boy is not to be called Zachariah, and 
the comic touch of the relatives frantically ‘nodding’ to Zachariah, 
pardonably forgetting that his problem is not deafness, buc an 
inability to speak. He recovers the power of speech when he supports 
his wife's assertion chat the boy is to be called “God has acted graciously’. 

Zachariah is, like his wife and Mary before him, ‘filled with the 
Holy Spiric’, and ucters another song like Mary's, which che Church 
still sings to itself in the morning, just as it sings Mary's song in the 
evening. 

Notice, finally, how artistically Luke places John the Baptist in che 
desert, from where he will be reintroduced at che beginning of 


Chapter 3. 


Second birth and its attendant circumstances 


It came co pass in those days that a decree went out from Caesar Augustus that the 
whole world {or: ‘empire'] should be registered. This, the first registration, took 
place when Quirinius was governor of Syria. And everyone journeyed to be registered, 
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each to their own city. Joseph also went up from Galilee, from the city of Nazareth, 
co Judaea, to the city of David which is called Bethlehem, because he was of the 
house and family of David, to be registered along with Mary, his betrothed - who 
was pregnant. It came to pass while they were there that the days were fulfilled for 
her to give birth and she brought forth her son, the first-born; and she wrapped 
him round with swathing-bands, and laid him down in a feeding-trough, because 
there was no room for them in the lodging house. 


This all-coo-familiar passage is in certain respects a shocking one. It 
is Far from the birth that we should expect of one who ‘will be called 
great, and Son of the Most High, who will ‘sit on the throne of his 
ancestor David’, and ‘will reign over the house of Jacob for ever, and 
of his reign there shall be no end’. The references to Caesar 
Augustus, τῆς most powerful man in the world, and τὸ Quirinius, 
his local representative, Hatter only to deceive. These rwo porentates 
know nothing of Jesus, and cheir actions have the unforeseen 
consequence (unforeseen by them at any rate) that Jesus is born in 
Bethlehem. Nor only that, but he ts born in Jess than ideal circum- 
stances: there is no room in the town's single lodging house, so the 
child is born Ike one of the poor and put in a ‘feeding-trough’. 

As a matter of fact, Luke has gor his daces a bir muddled, since 
Quirinius was governor of Syria about ten years after Jesus was born, 
and we know nothing of the ‘registration’ of which Luke speaks. 
That, however, is not important. What matters τὸ Luke is the contrast 
between the ‘great ones’ of the earth and the child chat has been born. 

Lastly, ποῖος the shock of the reference to Mary's pregnancy. It is 
true that we already know che circumscances; nevertheless, che way 
Luke expresses it brings us up shor, and I have tried to reflect this 
in the translation. 

Luke's Greek retains its biblical favour here, and I have made 
some attempts to represent che sound in English. 


Third appearance of the angel 


And there were shepherds in the same region, who were living in the fields, and 
keeping careful watch by night over their lock. And the angel of the Lord stood 
near them; and the glory of the Lard shone about chem; and they feared with a 
great fear. 

And the angel said to them, “Do not be afraid. For look — 1 bring you good news, 
great joy which will be for all the people, that there has been born for you today a 
Saviour, who is Chnst the Lord in the city of David; and this is the sign for you: 
you will find the baby wrapped in swathing-bands and lying in a feeding-trough. 

And suddenly there was with the angel a crowd of the heavenly army praising 
God and saying, 

‘Glory in the highest to God 
and on earth peace among human beings who are pleasing to God.’ 


And it came to pass, when che angels went from them into heaven, the shepherds 
started saying co each other, ‘Let us go to Bethlehem, and see this ching chat has 
happened, which the Lord has made known τὸ us.’ 
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And they went in a hurry, and they searched for Mary and Joseph, and the baby, 
which lay in the feeding-trough. When they saw [them], chey revealed abour the 
word that had been spoken to them about this lictle child. And all those who heard 
were astonished about che things spoken to them by the shepherds. 

But Mary kept all chese words, pondering chem in her heart. 

And the shepherds went back, glorifying and praising God for all that they had 


heard and seen, as it had been spoken to chem. 


This chird angelic appearance confirms all thac has gone before, 
including the superiority of Jesus over John the Baptist. There is also 
at least one shock, however; for che reciptents of the vision are not, 
like Zachariah, Temple priests going about their business, nor, like 
Mary, quietly ready co do God's bidding; they are, frankly, cowboys, 
people living on the margins of society, and making up their cules as 
they go along, perhaps the very people that Lukes well-to-do 
Christians would have had lease in common with. They live out of 
doors, and are not even respectable enough to sleep at nights. 

Nevertheless, it is τὸ these ‘cowboys that the Lord’s revelation 
comes; and, remarkably, they do not hesitate to believe, especially 
after che ‘heavenly army’ has sung a chorus for them. This is of a 
piece wich che (repeated) shock that che ‘Saviour, Christ the Lord’ is 
currently lying in a feeding-trough. Another repetition or echo is chat, 
like Mary earlier, the shepherds respond ‘in a hurry’. 

Lastly, notice how Luke enables us to reflect on the episode by 
offering chree separate reactions to it: ‘those who heard’ are astonished 
by it; Mary is quietly reAective abour it; the shepherds go home 
glorifying God for it. There is a kind of completeness about this. 


Jesus’ circumcision and presentation 


And when the eight days were fulfilled for him co be circumctsed, his name was 
called Jesus, which [he] had been called by the angel before he had been conceived 
in the womb. 

And when the days of their purification were fulfilled according to the Law of 
Moses, they cook him up to Jerusalem, to offer him to the Lord, as tt is written in 
the Law of the Lord char ‘every male that opens his mother’s womb shall be called 
holy to the Lord’, and to give sacrifice according τὸ what is written in the Law of 
the Lord, ‘a pair of rurtle-doves, or nwo young doves’. 

And look! There was a man in Jerusalem, whose name was Simeon, and this man 
was righteous and pious, and waiting for Israel’s comfort; and che Holy Spirit was 
on him. And it had been revealed to him by the Holy Spirit [chat he would ποι] see 
death before he saw che Christ of the Lord. And he came in the Spirit into the 
Temple; and as the parents brought in the child Jesus, for them τὸ act in accordance 
with the Law about him, he himself took him into his arms and blessed God and said, 

‘Now you are letting your slave go, Master, 
according to your word in peace: 
because my eyes have seen your salvation 
which you have prepared before the face of all che peoples, 
a light for the revelation of the Gentiles 
and che glory of your people Israel.’ 
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And the child’s father and mother were in a state of astonishment at the things 
being said about him; and Simeon blessed them, and said to Mary his mother: 
‘Look! This one is destined for the fall and rising of many in Israel, and as a sign of 
contradiction (and your own soul will be pierced by a sword) so that the thoughts 
of many hearts may be revealed.’ 

And there was Hanna, a prophetess, a daughter of Phanuel, of the tribe of Asher: 
she was advanced, with many days, having lived with her husband for seven vears 
from her virginity, she was now a widow of as many as eighty-four years; she did 
not leave the Temple, worshipping with fasting and prayer, day and night. And at 
that hour, she stood and praised God and spake of him to all those who were 
waiting for the redemption of Israel. 

And when they had completed everything in accordance with the Law of the 
Lord, they returned to Galilee, to cheir own city of Nazareth. 

And the child grew and gained strength, filled with wisdom, and God's favour 


was on him. 


In this combination of episodes, Luke shows his skill ar creating 
atmosphere. Five times it is emphasised that Jesus’ parents observe 
the Law, and Simeon and Hanna, another couple straight from the 
pages of the Old Testament, reinforce this picture. However, the 
reader will know chat by the end of the nvo-volume work of Luke- 
Acts, the group of Jesus’ followers will have clearly separated from 
their Jewish matrix; and for Luke it is che Holy Spirit thae directs 
that separation, so the Spiric is mentioned no less chan three times 
in this passage. Likewise Simeon's song, which has been for a millen- 
nium and a half part of the Church's night prayer, refers implicitly 
to che separation, with its reference to ‘revelation of Gentiles’, along 
with ‘glory of Israel’. Simeon sides with rhe lowly, classing himself as 
a slave, just as Macy does. 

Above all, though, it is a ceneral cheme of Luke-Acts that God is 
in charge; and this is indicated quite emphatically in che account of 
Jesus’ circumcision, which is performed in accordance with Gods 
Law, but also (and more specifically) in accordance with the instruction 
of the angel Gabriel to Macy. As before, we are invited to contem- 
place the meaning of the child, through the lens of his parents’ 
astonishment, Simeons song of farewell, and Hannas praise of 
God. 

One last point to notice is the theme, once more, of journeying. 
Count carefully in chese first rwo chapters, and you will find chat 
the scene shifts no less than nine times, between Judaca and Galilee. 
The rest of the Gospel can be seen as a steady journcy towards 
Jerusalem; then Acts is a journey outwards, concluding in Rome, 
buc with occasional returns to Jerusalem, until che Gospel 
definitively rurns its back on chat city. 


Passover in Jerusalem 


And his parents used to journey each year to Jerusalem for the Passover festival. 
And when he was twelve years old, when they went up according to the custom of 
the feast, and when they had completed che days, as they returned, the boy Jesus 


32 


LUKE 3 


staved behind in Jerusalem; and his parents did not know. Thinking that he was in 
the caravan, chey went a day's journey, and chen started to hunt for him everywhere 
among their relatives and acquaintances; and when chey couldn't hnd him, they 
returned to Jerusalern in their hunt for him; and so it was thar after τῆτες days they 
found him sitting in the Temple in the middle of the teachers, and [he was] 
listening co them and asking them questions; and aH those who heard him were 
astonished at his intellect and ar his responses. And when they saw him they were 
overwhelmed; and his mother said to him, ‘Child, why did you do this to us? Look 
- your father and | have been looking for you in agony.’ 

And he said to them, ‘Why were you looking for me? Didn't you know that | 
had co be on my Father's business [or: ‘in my Father's house’ 1" And they did nor 
understand the word chat he had spoken to them. 

And he went down with them to Nazareth, and put himself under their auchoricy. 
And his mother kepr all these events [or: ‘words’] in her heart. 

And Jesus advanced in wisdom and stature and favour before God and human 
beings. 


Luke ends his account of Jesus’ early years with a characreristically 
dramatic vignette. Once again the parents are presented as observant 
Jews, going up to Jerusalem on pilprimage; but a note of suspense is 
injected into the story when they discover chat they have actually 
lost chis child that has been so carefully entrusted to thern. 

The drama is not just for its own sake, however, but for what it 
hints about Jesus fucure. The Jesus of Lukes Gospel is not about co 
be easily pinned down; and che child who reacts harshly τὸ ‘your 
father and I’ by deliberately redefining his parencage (‘my Facher }, 
is the one who is going to ‘cause division’ (Luke 12:49-53; and see 
also 8:19-21). 

Yet again che evangelist encourages us co reflect on Jesus chrough 
the lens of Mary, who ‘kepr al] these rhings in her hearr’; and house- 
hold order is restored, with Jesus submitting to parental auchority 
and chen growing up in the normal way. 


John the Baptist begins his mission 

In the fifteenth year of the Imperium of Tiberius Caesar, when Pontius Pilate was 
governor of Judaea, and Herod was tetrarch of Galilee, and Philip his brother was 
tecrarch of Irurea and che district of Trachonitis, and Lysanias was tetrarch of Abilene, 


under the High Priesthood of Annas and Caiaphas, the word of God came to John, 
the son of Zachariah, in the desert. 


This very elaborate introduction to John the Baptists mission 
contains the only date in the whole of the New Testament (AD 
28~29). It ts quite a good example of Luke's ‘sleight of hand’, whereby 
he feints in one direction, when his intention is to go somewhere 
else altogether. He lists, in descending order of priority, the most 
important people as far as the history and geography of rhe region 
are concerned: Tiberius, the unpleasant emperor of Rome (successor 
to Augustus, who was mentioned in the last chapter), his local 
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representative Pontus Pilate (the literary if not political successor to 
Quirinius}; then Herod, son of the King Herod of Chapter 1, and 
his brothers, who share, under moderately strict Roman conditions, 
their father’s empire; chen come the local retigious figures, Annas 
and Caiaphas. Finally, while we ponder this list, as unwholesome a 
collection of brigands as you could wish to meet on a dark night, 
Luke brings us to the person he is really interested in, our old friend 
‘John, son of Zachariah’. And he is in the desert, where Luke had 
conveniendy placed him, a chapter ago. 


John’s mission 


And he came to the whole country around the Jordan, proclaiming a baptism of 
repentance for the forgiveness of sins, as it is written in the scroll of words of Isaiah 
the prophet: 
‘A voice of one shouting in the desert: 
“Prepare the way of the Lord, 
make straight his paths.” 
Every valley shall be filled in, 
and every mountain and hill made low, 
and the crooked places shall turn straight 
and the rough places curn into smoath roads. 


And all flesh shall see che saving power of God.’ 


So he would tell the crowds who journeyed out ca be baptised by him, ‘Offspring 
of vipers, who taught you τὸ flee from the anger chat is coming? So produce fruits 
worthy of repentance; and don’t start saying to yourselves, “We have Abraham as 
our father”. Because I tell you char God can raise up children for Abraham from 
these stones. Already the axe is laid to the roar of the trees. So every tree that does 
not give Fruit is cut down and cast into the fire.’ 


John che Baptist here introduces a theme chat will be very important 
in the Gospel of Luke, chat of ‘repentance for τῆς forgiveness of 
sins, though here the phrase is taken over directly from Mark 1:4, 
and the ‘fruits worthy of repencance’ is almost identically found in 
Marthew 3:8. The quotation is from Isaiah 40:3-S. 

You might have expected the crowds to dinift away, seeing John the 
Baprist's rather aggressive speech co chem; bur it doesnt seem τὸ 
have pur them off. 


John and the crowds 


And the crowds asked him, saying, ‘What are we to do, then?’ 

In answer he said τὸ chem, “Let che one who has cwo tunics share with the one 
whe has none; and let che one who has food to cat do the same.’ 

Tax collectors also came and said ro him, ‘Teacher, what are we to do? 

He said co them, ‘Exact nothing beyond what is commanded you.’ 

There were also some who were serving in the army, they asked him, “Whar 
abour ws? What are ὧν τὸ do?’ 
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And he said to them, ‘No extortion; no false accusations; be satished with your 
wages. 

The populace was agog; everyone was arguing about John [wondering] whether 
perhaps he might be the Messiah. So John responded to them all, ‘I'm baprtising 
you in water — but the one who is stronger than me is on his way, and [ am not fit 
to untie che thong of his sandals. He will baptise you with the Holy Spirit and with 
fire. His winnowing-shovel is in his hand to clean the chreshing-Hoor thoroughly -- 
and che chaff he will burn with a fire that cannot be excinguished.’ 

With many other consoling remarks he spread the good news among the people. 


Luke is a very gentle evangelisc; but that should nor blind us to the 
starkness of his message. John the Baptists message will have struck 
Luke's Christians as chillingly severe, especially if, as I suspect, they 
were relatively comfortably off: sharing tunics and food comes less 
easily to the rich. Tax collectors and soldiers will have wondered 
how they could possibly make a living under this dispensation; and 
am I alone in hearing a touch of irony in Luke's concluding remark 
about ‘consoling’ and ‘good news? 

The alert reader will have noticed yet another reference here to 
the “Holy Spirit’, buc in connection with Jesus’ mission, now, not 
John's. 


John the Baptist and Herod 


Now Herod the tetrarch, having been rebuked [by John) in respect of Herodias his 
brother's wife, and in respect of all che evil things that Herod had done, added this 
also to everything else, and Jocked John up in prison. 


The starkness continues; if this is John the Baptisc's fate, what is 
going to happen to Jesus? This is, we observe, now the third 
reference in the Gospel to this unpleasant family. 


The baptism of Jesus 


It happened when the whole populace had been baptised, and as Jesus had been 
baptised and was praying, heaven was opened and the Holy Spirit came down in 
bodily form, like a dove, upon him, and a voice came from heaven, “You are my 
Son, the Beloved - in you I am well pleased.’ 


Luke's is very much the Gospel of prayer; ac several keypoints, as we 
shall see, Luke shows us Jesus at prayer, and chis is che first such 
occasion. 

All che way through the Gospel, we need to be asking, “Who is 
Jesus for Luke?’ The first cwo chapters gave us a number of implicic 
and explicit clues. Here, Luke makes the contrast berween Jesus and 
John che Baptist; he does not explicicly mention, we notice, that 
Jesus was baptised by John, but hurries on to assert that Jesus ts Son 
of God. This assertion is now supported in a rather different way in 
the genealogy. 
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Jesus’ genealogy 

And Jesus himself was, when he started, about chirty years old. He was the son, so 
it was supposed, of Joseph, son of Heli, son of Marthar, son of Levi, son of Melchi, 
son of Jannai, son of Joseph, son of Macrathias, son of Amos, son of Nahum, son 
of Esli, son of Naggai, son of Maath, son of Martathias, son of Semein, son of Josech, 
son of Joda, son of loanan, son of Rhesa, son of Zerubbabel, son of Shealtiel, son 
of Neri, son of Melchi, son of Addi, son of Kosam, son of Elmadam. son of Er, san 
of Joshua, son of Eliezer, son of Jorim, son of Macthat, son of Levi, son of Symeon, 
son of Judah, son of Joseph, son of Jonam, son of Eliakim, son of Mclea, son of 
Menna, son of Mattatha, son of Nathan, son of David, son of Jesse, son of Obed, 
son of Boaz, son of Sala, son of Nahshon, son of Aminadab, son of Admin, son of 
Arni, son of Hezron, son of Perez, son of Judah, son of Jacob, son of Isaac, son of 
Abraham, son of Terah, son of Nahor, son of Serug, son of Ragai, son of Peleg, son 
of Eber, son of Shela, son of Cainan, son of Arphaxad, son of Shem, son of Noah, 
son of Lamech, son of Methusaleh, son of Enoch, son of Jared, son of Mahateet, 
son of Kainan, son of Enos, son of Seth, son of Adam, son of God. 


Luke puts in a genealogy at this point, after Jesus’ baptism and as he 
starts his ministry. Matthew, by contrast, degras with Jesus’ genealogy. 
For Matthew, Jesus’ family tree sums up the whole of Israel's history. 
Luke, on the other hand, traces the story back to ‘Adam, son of 
God’, so embracing the whole human race; by the end of this rwo- 
volume work, che Gospel will have reached all humaniry. Beyond 
this obseryation, there is no great need to worry too much abour the 
genealogy. Gallant attempts have been made τὸ reconcile this one 
with what we find in Macthew; generally they have not carried 
convicuon, The alert reader will notice here several repetitions, which 
may suggest that Luke was short of information on the matter, 


The temptation of Jesus in the desert 


Jesus, full of the Holy Spirit, returned from the Jordan, and was led by the Spirit in 
the desert, being rempted by the devil for forty days. And he ate nothing in chose 
days; and when they were completed, he was hungry. 

The devil said τὸ him, ‘If you are che Son of God, cell chis stone τὸ become a loaf 
of bread.’ 

And Jesus answered him; ‘Ie is written, “Human beings shall noc live by bread 
alone.”” 

And leading him up, he showed him all che kingdoms of the world in an instant 
of time, and the devil said to him, ‘I shall give you all chis auchority, and the glory 
of them, because it has been handed over to me, and I give it to whomsoever [ 
want. So, as for you, if you bow down before me, it will all be yours.’ 

And Jesus answered and said to him, ‘ht is written, “The Lord your God shall 
you worship — and him alone shail you adore.” ’ 

He led him up to Jerusalem, and set him on the summit of the Temple, and said 
to him, ‘If you are the Son of God, throw yourself down from here. For it is 
written, “He will command his angels abour you, to protect you" and “On their 
hands they will bear you up, lest you strike your foot on a stone.” * 
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And Jesus in reply said to him, ‘It is said, “You shall not tempt the Lord your 
God.”’ 

And having completed the whole temptation, the devil withdrew from him until 
a suitable occasion. 


This episode starts, possibly for our comfort, with a double 
reference to the Holy Spirit (Mark at this point has a rather violent- 
sounding reference to the Spirit ‘expelling’ Jesus into the desert; 
Luke, characreristically, is more gentle). Luke and Matthew have a 
threefold pattern of temptation from the devil, trying to persuade 
Jesus to gratify some immediate need, and also, more importantly, 
to take his eyes off the mission that he has been given by God. Each 
time Jesus effortlessly repels the temptation by quoting Deuteronomy. 
The three temptations are in a slightly different order in Matthew 
and Luke. Some scholars think that Luke deliberately made the 
‘Temple’ temptation the climax: Luke's Gospel begins and ends in 
the Temple, and the Temple is clearly of importance to him. 

The final line (uncil a suitable occasion’) sounds like a threat, 
whose implication only becomes clear as we approach the end of the 
Gospel story. 


The ministry begins in Nazareth 


And Jesus returned to Galilee in the power of the Spirit. And a repore about him 
went out through the whole district; and he was teaching in their synagogues, being 
glorifed by everybody. 

And he came co Nazareth, where he had been brought up, and, as was his 
custom, he went in on the Sabbath-day co the synagogue, and rose up to read. And 
there was given τὸ him the scroll of the prophet Isaiah, and unrolling the scroll he 
found che place where it was written, 


‘The Spirit of the Lord ts upon me, 
therefore he has anointed me 
to give good news to the destitute. 
He has sent me 
to proclaim freedom to prisoners 
and recovery-of-sight to the blind, 
to set the oppressed free, 
to proclaim an acceptable year of the Lord.’ 


And rolling up the scroll he gave it back to τῆς assistant and sat down. And all eyes 
in the synagogue were pazing at him. He began co speak to them, “Today this 
Scripture is fulfilled as you listen.’ 

And they all bore witness to him, and they wondered at the graceful words chat 
came out of his mouth; and they started saying, ‘Isn't this Joseph's son?’ 

And he said to them, ‘Certainly you'll cell me this proverb, “Doctor, heal 
yourself. Do also here in your home cerrirory the things that we have heard of 
occurring in Caphernaum.” Amen I tell you, no prophet is acceptable in his home 
territory. In truch | tell you, there were many widows in Israel in Elijah’s day, when 
heaven was shut for three years and six months, when a great famine hit the whole 
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earth, and Elijah was sent to none of them, but to Sarepta of Sidon, to a widow- 
woman [there]. And there were many lepers in Israel in the cime of Elisha the 
prophet; and none of them was cleansed but Naaman the Syrian.’ 

And they were all filled with rage in the synagogue as they heard this; and they 
arose and started throwing him out of the city; and they led him to the brow of the 
hill on which their city was built, so as to throw him down. But he passed through 
the middle of them and travelled on. 


Luke has placed this Nazareth episode (which takes place ar a later 

stage in both Macthew and Mark) right at the beginning of Jesus’ 

ministry, apparently because he wants various themes to surface from 

the very start. [ may mention the following: 

"τῆς ‘ripple’ effect conveyed by the phrase ‘a report went out 
through the whole district’ -- an oral extension of the journeying 
motif that we have already encountered; 


the reader will have τὸ get used to the idea of che ‘Lucan 
summary’: the opening lines of this passage, which do not refer to 
any particular episode, but create atmosphere, pive an impression 
of what it was like. This is something thac we shal] see again. Luke 
uses it very effectively in Acts; 

the text of Jesus’ sermon. Luke is the Gospel of the poor and 
oppressed, as the author signals once more by the text that Jesus is 
given τὸ read (Isaiah 61:1, 2a). This message is hammered home 
by Jesus sermon, the shortest on record. He claims, ‘today this 
Scripeure is fulfilled’; 

* and the word ‘today’, one of great importance in Luke: it is used 
in the annunciation to the shepherds, in the Zacchaeus story, and 
will be used in the story of che thief who recognised Jesus on the 
Cross. Each of these stories is important in the unfolding of the 
Gospel narrative; 

finally, another importance theme of this Gospel is the spread of 
the gospel to the Genriles, symbolised here by the widow of 
Sarepta, and by Naaman the Syrian. 


The first day of the apostolate 


And he went down to Caphernaum, a city of Galilee, and he used to teach them 
on the Sabbath-day; and they would be amazed at his teaching, because his speech 
was marked with authority. 

And in the synagogue there was a man who had the spirit of an unclean demon; 
and it cried out in a loud voice, ‘Leave us alone — what have we got to do with you, 
Jesus che Nazarenc? Have you come to destroy us? I know who you are — the Holy 
One of God!’ 

And Jesus rebuked it, ‘Be silenc, and come out of him. 

And the demon threw him into the middle and came out of him, causing him 
no harm! And astonishment came upon them all, and they spoke to each other 
saying, “Whar is this word? Because he commands the unclean spirits with 
authority and with power - and they come out!’ And the numour abour him 
started to go out to every place in the area round abour. 
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He arose out of the synagogue and went into the house of Simon. Simon's 
mother-in-law was in the grip of a great fever, and they asked him about her. And 
he stood over her and rebuked the fever; and ir left her. Scraightaway she arose and 
ministered to chem. 

When the sun set, all those who had people sick wich different kinds of diseases 
broughr them to him. He laid his hands on every single one of them, and healed 
them. Demons came our from many people, shouting and saying, ‘You are che Son 
of God.’ He rebuked them, and did nor allow chem to speak — because they knew 
that he was che Messiah. 

When day came, he went our and journeyed to a desert place; and the crowds 
went looking for him, and they came up to him and restrained him from journeying 
away from them. He told chem, ‘It is necessary for me to proclaim rhe good news 
of the kingdom of God in the other cities also, because this is my mission. 

And he was preaching in the synagogues of Judaca. 


We can see here signs of Luke's careful planning of his material, to 
give a sense of what Jesus’ mission was like, and what τς was about, 
from the very beginning. This passage begins and ends with a 
‘Lucan summary’, setting che mood, but with the important difference 
that whereas the first summary is set in Galilee, the second is in 
Judaea, thereby stressing the ‘journeying theme. 

Second, the demons correctly identify Jesus as ‘Holy One of God’ 
and ‘Son of God’ — but this has to be kepe quiet. 

Third, we see once more the ‘ripple effect’ in che ‘tumour’ that went 
out about him, 

Fourth, feminists sometimes get irritated when Simon Peter's 
mother-in-law is cured, only to start waiting on the males; but 
notice that, like Mary (1:39) and Jesus {4:16} before her, she ‘arose’. 
We are meant to applaud and imitate her. 

Fifth, Luke once more underlines respect for Jewish traditions — it 
is only when the sun sets, and therefore the Sabbath ends, thar che 
sick are brought τὸ Jesus. 

Finally, one of che oddest fearures of Luke as the Gospel of prayer 
is thar when Jesus goes out to the desert place (where in Mark and 
Matthew he prays), prayer is not mentioned. And in this Gospel it 
is che crowds, and not Simon Peter, who come and try ro stop his 
‘journcyine . 


The calling of Simon 


ΚΠ It happened when the crowd was pressing upon him and listening to the word of 
God, and he was standing by the Lake Gennesaret; and he saw owo boats standing 
by the lake. The fishermen had come ashore and were washing the nets. He went 
on board one of the boats, which was Simon's, and asked him to put our a lictle bit 
from the Jand. He then sat down and taughr the crowds from the boat. 

When he stopped speaking, he said to Simon, ‘Put out into the deep, and let 
down your nets to catch someching.’ 

In response, Simon said, ‘Master, the whole night we have been labouring and 
caught nothing — but at your word 1 shall lec down the nets.’ They did this -- and 


139 


LUKE 5 


[2-16 


they enclosed an enormous number of fish — and cheir nets were starting τὸ break; 
and they signalled, nodding to their colleagues in the other boat to come and assist 
them. They came, and they filled both boats, to a point where they were sinking’ 

When Simon Peter saw this, he fell at Jesus’ knees and said, ‘Go away fram me, 
because | am a sinful human being, Lord.’ For astonishment had seized him, and 
all those with him, at the catch of fish which they had taken, and similarly James 
and John the sons of Zebedee, who were colleagues of Simon. 

And Jesus said to Simon, ‘Do not be afraid. From now on, you will be catching 
human beings. And drawing up their boats on τὸ che shore, they abandoned 
everything and followed him. 


This is an extraordinary story, difference from and similar τὸ the 
version told by Mark (1:16-20}. The reader must decide whether 
there are two different stories here, or whether Luke has adapted 
Mark's story for his own purposes. Certainly some scholars have found 
echoes here of Mark 4:1, 2 and John 21:1-19. 

However you answer this question, you will notice some familiar 
touches that are typical of Luke. In che first place, Jesus breaks into 
Simons life, without a by-your-leave, as Gabriel did into the lives of 
Zachariah and Mary. 

Second, like Mary co Gabriel, Simon (no doubr a very sceptical 
professional fisherman), expressly acquiesces in Jesus’ ‘word’. 

Third, he becomes ‘Peter’ as well as Simon, as soon as he gives his 
consent. 

Fourth, he discovers in the light of the miracle of the fish that he 
is a ‘sinful human being’, and he learns to call Jesus ‘Lord’. He is 
mistaken, however, in thinking thar this means that Jesus must go 
away from him. Sinners have to repent, not send che Lord away. 

Finally, and this is something we shall sce frequently in Luke. 
discipleship is a matter of ‘abandoning everything’. This may count 
as evidence in favour of the view that Luke is writing for a well-to- 
do church, a proup that needed τὸ be reminded chat their possessions 
could be an obstacle to che work of the Holy Spirit in them. 


A leper asks to be healed 


And it happened, when he was in one of the cities, and look! A man full of leprosy, 
secing Jesus, fell on his face and implored him, ‘Lord, if you want, vou can cleanse 
me.’ And stretching out his hand he touched him, saying, ‘I want - be cleansed. 
And immediately the leprosy went away from him, 

And he commanded him, ‘Tell nobody. Instead, go and show yourself τὸ the 
priest and offer [the offering] as prescribed by Moses for your cleansing, as evidence 
to them.’ The report about him spread even further; and great crowds started 
gathering to hear and to be cured of their stcknesses; but he was [ever] withdrawing 
in(to] desert places and praying. 


This passage feels a bit like one of those ‘Lucan summarics,, a story 
that serves to set che mood, a typical incident in the life of Jesus. 
Cermainly it ends with what is unmistakably such a summary. 
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Once again there are some typical Lucan touches. The theme of 
the ‘Gospel of prayer’ is twice touched upon, firse in the prayer of 
the leper (he ‘implored him’), and then at the end, when we learn of 
Jesus’ regular habit of prayer. 

Like his own parents, and like Zachariah and Elisabeth, Jesus 1s 
presented to us as very observant of the Jewish Law (Cas prescribed 
by Moses’, he orders the cured leper). 

And we see once more our familiar ‘ripple effect’: ‘the report 
about him spread even further . . .” which is a variation on the 
‘journeying theme’. 


The cure of a paralysed man - and the first signs of official opposition 


And it happened on one of the days that he was teaching, and Pharisees and 
teachers of the Law were sitting; they had come from every village of Galilee and 
Judaea and Jerusalem. And the power of the Lord was that he should heal. And 
look! Men carrying someone on a bed, who was paralysed. And they were looking 
for a way to bring him in and to put him before him. When they did not find any 
way of bringing him in, because of the crowd, they went up co the roof, and let 
him down through the tiles, with [his] liede bed, in the middle, in front of Jesus. 
And seeing their faith, he said, ‘Man, your sins are forgiven you.’ And the scribes 
and the Pharisees began to argue, saying, ‘Who is this who is talking blasphemies? 
Who can forgive sins, except only God?’ 

Jesus, knowing their arguments, said co them in response, Why are you arguing 
in your hearts? What is easier — to say, “Your sins are forgiven you’ or τὸ say “Arise 
and walk"? Bur in order that you people may know chat the Son of Man has 
authority on earth to forgive sins’ — he said to the paralytic -- ‘[ tell you, arise, cake 
up your little bed, and go τὸ your house.’ 

And straightaway he arose before them, taking up that on which he had been 
lying, and went off τὸ his house, glorifying God. And amazement seized all of 
them, and they glorified God, and were filled with fear, saying, “We have seen 
glorious chings today.’ 


Luke found this story in Mark’s Gospel, though he has added one or 
two touches of his own. The first thing we notice is a heavy overload 
of Pharisees and teachers of the Law; at first blush it seems as 
though there is no room for anyone else, especially since they come 
from every single village in the land. We shall probably be correct in 
detecting here our “journeying cheme in the reference to Galilee, 
Judaea and Jerusalem. 

If you look carefully ac Mark’s version, you will notice that where 
Mark speaks of ‘unroofing the roof’, Luke speaks of going through 
the tiles. It may well be that they have in view rwo different styles of 
building: Mark the rougher Palestinian construction, and Luke thinking 
of the roofs of Greek-style villas. This could be another indication 
that he has a more affluent audience in view. 

The references at the end to ‘glorifying God’ are very Lucan: we 
have already seen shepherds (2:20) and crowds (4:15) doing the 


same; and there will be other examples. 
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21. 38 


δ'" 


The call of Levi: che first ‘disastrous dinner party’ 


And after this he went out, and he saw a tax collector named Levi sitting at the tax- 
collecting place, and he said to him, “Follow me.’ And abandoning everything he 
rose up and followed him. And Levi gave a great reception in his house, and there 
was a preat crowd of tax collectors and others who were with him, lying down to 
eat. And the Pharisees and their scribes complained to his disciples, “Why do you 
people eat and drink wich tax collectors and sinners?’ 

Jesus in reply said to chem, “The healchy have no need of a doctor -- no. it's those 
who are ill. I did not come to call the just, but sinners, to repentance.” 


Levi's call, like that of Peter and his colleagues, clearly involves 
‘abandoning everything’; and like Mary and Jesus before him, we 
learn that he ‘arose’ or ‘rose up’. At the end of the episode we notice 
the characteristic Lucan theme of repentance for sin. We learn, too, 
that for Luke the ‘Pharisees and their scribes’ stand for those who do 
not see the possibility (or che need?) of repentance. 

This ts che first of a series of what I call ‘disastrous dinner parties 
in Luke's Gospel. Nor all of them are really dinner parties, and not 
all of chem are utterly disastrous; but it is one of the ways he has of 
organising his material, and perhaps such a setting would have sent 
a message to his afuenc Christian community. 


Is Jesus a serious religious figure? No — he’s something new 


They said to him, ‘John's disciples fast frequently, and make intercessions, just like 
those of the Pharisees, but yours [just] eat and drink.’ 

Jesus said to chem, ‘Surely you can't compel the wedding guests (or: ‘bridegroom's 
attendants’) to fast while the bridegroom is with them? Bur days will come, and 
when the bridegroom ts taken from chem, then they will fast in chose days. 

He also spoke a parable to them: “No one tears a patch from a new garment and 
patches it on to an old one. Otherwise the new one will tear, and the patch from 
the new one wont match wich the old one. Likewise no one puts new wine into 
old Hasks. Otherwise the new wine will burst the flasks; chen it will spill out, and 
the Masks will be destroyed. No -- new wine must be put into new Aasks. No one 
who has drunk old wine wants new wine, for they say, “The old is good.”’ 


Luke has slightly tidied up Marks version here, co make it a bir 
clearer how che parables about new cloth and new wine fir che 
controversy with the Pharisees. There is a slight puzzle at the end: 
the reader feels that the new wine stands for Jesus, but it is the old 
wine that is ‘good’. Perhaps Luke's well-to-do audience were accustomed 
to vintage wine. Or perhaps it is the atettude of the Pharisees chat 
Jesus is ttying to describe here: people who prefer the ‘old wine of 
the Law to the ‘new wine’ of the gospel. Or perhaps he's juste 
keeping us on our toes. 


Can you pluck grain and heal on the Sabbath? Two examples 


It happened on a Sabbach-day chat he was going through che grain helds; and his 
disciples started plucking and eating the cars of grain, rubbing chem in cheir hands. 
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Some of che Pharisees said, “Why are you doing what is not allowed on the 
Sabharh?’ 

And Jesus responded ro them, ‘Haven't you even read what David did when he 
and those with him were hungry? How he went into the house of God, and took 
the Loaves of Presentation and ate chem and pave them co those with him? But no 
one is allowed to eat those loaves, excepr the priests alone. And he said to them, 
‘The Sen of Man is Lord of the Sabbath.’ 

On another Sabbath-day, it happened that he went into the synagogue and 
taught. And a man was there, and his right hand was paralysed [or: ‘withered’]. 
And they were watching him, the scrihes and the Pharisees, to see if he cured on 
the Sabbath, in order chat they might find something to accuse him of. He 
however knew their thoughts, and said to the man with the paralysed hand, ‘Up 
you get, and stand out into the middle. And he arose and stood. 

Jesus said to them, ‘I ask you: is it allowed on the Sabbath-day to do good, or to 
do evil? To save life or to desceoy it?” And he looked round ac all of them and told 
the man, “Stretch our your hand.’ He did so -- and his hand was restored! hey 
were mad with rape, and they discussed with each other what they might do co Jesus. 


This passage with its two controversies confirms our impression of 
the way things are going: there's trouble ahead, symbolised by che 
readiness of Jesus’ opponents to criticise, and by the fact that ‘they 
were watching him’. Evidently he is already regarded as a menace; 
and being right is not going to make it any easier for him. But 
Luke’s version of che story is less stark than Mark’s account (Mark 


2:23-- 3:0]. 


Jesus prays and chen chooses the Twelve 


[τ happened in these days that he went our on to rhe mountain to pray. And he was 
spending the whole night in prayer to God. And when day dawned, he called his 
disciples, and chose cwelve from among them, whom he named ‘apostles’: Simon, 
whom he named ‘Rock’, and Andrew his brother, and James and John, and Philip 
and Bartholomew, and Matthew and Thomas, and James of Alphaeus, and Simon, 
nicknamed ‘Zealot’, and Judas of James; and Judas Iscariot, who became a traitor. 


Luke typically inserts the reference to prayer. Some readers may feel 
that after a night spent in meditation, che Lord might have selected 
a more satisfactory team than chis particular group of cowards and 
traitors. Burt there is consolation for us here: we do not haye to be 
out of the top drawer in order to be close to Jesus. 


The ‘Sermon on the Plain’ (17-49) 
Introduction 


And he came down with them, and stood on a level place, he and a crowd of his 
disciples, and a great throng of the populace fram all of Judaea and Jerusalem and 
the sea-coast of Tyre and Sidon, who came to listen to him, and to be healed from 


143 


LUKE ὁ 


their diseases; and those who were troubled by unclean spirits were getting cured, 
and the whole crowd tried to find ways of touching him, because power was 
coming from him, and was healing everybody. 


Luke places this ‘sermon’ on a ‘plain’ or a ‘level place’. Matthew's 
equivalent, which in some ways is like Luke's and contains almost 
all of Luke's material, is placed on a ‘mountain’, and is altogether a 
much more organised affair. Luke introduces the sermon with these 
various healings, as a kind of “Lucan summary’. 


Congratulations and woes 


1D- 26 


And he raised his eyes up to his disciples and said, 


‘Congratulations to the poor — for yours is the kingdom of heaven. 
Congratulations to those who are hungry now — for you will be sated. 
Congratulations ro you who weep now — because you will laugh. 
Congratulations when people hate you, and when they ostracise you and heap 
insults on you, and spurn your name as evil, for the sake of the Son of Man. 
Rejoice in that day, and leap abour. 

For look! Your reward is great in heaven; 
for in just the same way their ancestors used to treat the prophets. 
BUT woe to you who are rich — for you have your comfort in full. 
Woe to you who are filled now -- for you will be hungry. 

Woe τὸ you who laugh now - for you will mourn and weep. 

Woe to you whenever all people speak well of you. 

For in just che same way cheir ancestors used to treat the false prophets.’ 


Again the reader must decide whether Luke is speaking to an 
audience that is largely afluent. Certainly he does not, as Matthew 
does, speak of the ‘poor in spirit; and although he has fewer 
‘congratulations’ than Matthew in the Sermon on the Mount, he 
sharpens the effect by throwing in four ‘woes’ to match the ‘congratu- 
lations’. These rwo sections, the woes and che congratulations. are nicely 
balanced; some scholars see here τῆς original version of the beacitudes. 


On being children of the Father 


27-49 “But I am speaking to you who arc lisecning: 


Love your enemies. 
Do good to those who hate you. 
Bless those who persecute you. 

Pray for chose who threaten you. 

To the one who strikes you on the cheek, turn che other also. 
And from the one who takes away your cloak, do not refuse your tunic. 
To everyone who begs from you, give. 

And to those who take whar is yours, do not demand it back. 
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‘And as you want people τὸ do to you, do likewise to them. If you only love those 
who love you, what credit is chat to you? For even sinners love those who love 
them. And if you do good to those who do good to you, what credit is that to you? 
Even sinners do that same thing. And if you lend money to people from whom you 
expect to get it back, what credit is thar τὸ you? Even sinners lend money to sinners 
in order to get the same amount back. No — love your enemies, and do good and 
lend without any expectation of return, and your reward will be great, and you will 
be children of rhe Most High, for he is kind even to the ungrateful and the wicked. 

‘Learn to be compassionate, just as your Father is compassionare. And don't 
judge, and you won't be judged. Don’t condemn, and you won't be condemned. 
Let people off, and you will be let off. Give, and ic will be given τὸ you; they will give 
ἃ generous measure, pressed down, shaken up and overHowing into your lap. For 
in the measure that you measure out, it will be measured to you in return. 

He also told them a parable: ‘Can a blind person guide a[nother] blind person? 
Will chey not both fall into a pic? The pupil does not have a higher stacus than che 
teacher; if they are fully trained, they will be just like their reacher. 

‘Why do you look at the [tiny] speck chat is in your fellow's eye, but do not 
perceive the (huge) beam that is in your own eye? How can you say τὸ your brother 
or sister, “ Brother/sister: lec me get rid of the speck that is in your eye , and al] the 
while you yourself do nor see the beam that is in your eye? Hypocrite [literally, 
‘actor J, first get the beam out of your eye, and then you will see che speck thar is in 
the eye of your brocher or sister. 

‘You see, there is no such thing as a good tree chat produces rotten fruit. Nor is 
there such a thing as a rotten tree chat produces good fruit. For each tree is 
recognised by its own fruit. They don’t, you see, gather hgs off thorn bushes; nor 
do they pick a bunch of prapes off brambles. A good person produces good things 
from the good treasure chest of their heart; che wicked person produces wickedness 
from what is wicked. You see, their mouth speaks out of the fullness of the hearc. 

‘Why do you call me “Lord, Lord”, and not do what | say? Everyone who comes 
to me and hears my words and does them — I'll show you what they are like. They 
are like a person building a house, who dug deep, and Jaid a foundation on che 
rock; and when che flood came, the river burst against that house, and it could not 
shake [the house], because it was well built. 

‘However the one who hears and does not perform is like a person who built a 
house on soil, with no foundation; the river burst on it, and immediately ir fell in, 
and the collapse of that house was enormous.’ 


Read one way, this can sound Jike very stark teaching indeed. Try 
seeing it, however, as springing from Jesus’ cencral insighr chat we 
are all children of the one Father, and it al] falls into place: all of us 
are equal, no one is better chan anyone else, and the affluent (to 
whom alone, surely, the instructions about lending are directed) should 
be delighted to be generously at che service of other human beings. 

Notice the difference, in the parable of the house which comes at 
the end of che discourse, berween house-building techniques in 
Luke and in Matthew. The houses at τῆς end of Matthew's Sermon 
on the Mount (Marrhew 7:24-27} are buile either on rock or on 
sand; whereas the Lucan houses, perhaps in Greek cities rather chan 
the Palestinian countryside, cither have or do not have proper 
foundations. 
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A centurion’s slave is healed 


When he had completed all his words in the ears of the populace, he went into 
Caphemaum. 

Now a certain centurion had a slave who was in a bad way and on the point of 
death. The slave was valuable to him; and hearing about Jesus, he sent elders of rhe 
Jews to him, asking him to come and save his slave. They came to Jesus, and 
begged him earnestly, saying, ‘He deserves that you should grant him this. For he 
loves our people, and has himself built a synagogue for us.’ 

Jesus journeyed with them. When he was now not far off from τῆς house, τῆς 
centurion sent friends, saying, ‘Lord, do not trouble yourself, for I am not good 
enough for you co enter under my roof. Therefore | didnt even think thac | 
deserved to come to you. Just say the word, and let my servant be healed. For | am 
also a man placed under authority, with soldicrs under me. And I say τὸ chis one, 
“Quick march,” and he marches, and to another, “Come here,” and he comes, and 
to my slave, “Do this,” and he does it.’ 

When Jesus heard this, he was astonished at him; and he rumed to the crowd 
thar followed him and said, ‘I tell you -- ποῖ even in Israel have [ found so much 


faith.’ And those who had been sent retumed and found the slave in good healch. 


This remarkable story is also in Matthew 8:5-13 and John 4:46-54, 
though it is far more detailed here, and the centurion is very 
sympathetically treated by Luke. He is perhaps a symbol for Luke of 
Gentile openness to the Gospel. Luke alone offers the detail about 
the centurion building the synagoguc, and his friendly relationship 
with the Jews of Caphernaum; and Luke omits Marthew’s severe 
judgement on Israel. 


The widow’s son at Nain 


The next thing that happened was that he journeyed to a city called Nain. and his 
disciples and a large crowd were journeying with him. When he drew near to the 
pate of the city, look! There was being carried out one who had died, the only son 
of his mother — and she was a widow. And there was a good crowd of the city with 
her. And when he saw her, the Lord had pity on her and said τὸ her, ‘Do not weep.’ 
He approached and touched the coffin; the bearers halted, and he said, “Young 
man, I say to you, arise.’ 

And the young man sat up and began to talk. And he gave him to his mother. 
Fear seized all of them, and they glorified God, saying, ‘A great prophet has been 
raised up among us, and God has visited his people.’ And this reporm went out 
about him in the whole of Judaea, and the whole area round about. 


This is a charming story, characteristic of Luke, noc least in the fact 
that it concems a widow: widows, like lepers, are among Luke's 
favounice class of people, for they are marginalised in such a socicty. 
We notice, with no real surprise, that Jesus is unafraid τὸ contract 
firual impurity by touching the corpse. Once again we hear the 
people glorify God, and they even quote the Benedictus (1:68): ‘God 
has visited his people.’ Once again we have an instance of the ‘nipple 
effect’: (‘chis report went out about him... ἢ. 
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When Luke says ‘the Lord had pity’, it is che first time that as 
narrator he has explicitly named Jesus with the awesome title of ‘the 
Lord’. This title is used in the Greek translation of the Old 
Testament for the sacred and unpronounceable name of God, and 
in the language of the Roman Empire it was being increasingly used 
for the Emperor, often in connection with his divination. So 
Christian use of it for Jesus is subversive in two directions at once. 


Comparing Jesus (once more) with John the Baptist 


And his disciples repeated to John about all these things. And John summoned two 
of his disciples and sent them to the Lord, saying, ‘Are you the Coming One, or are 
we to expect another?’ And when they reached him, the men said, ‘John che 
Baptiste sent us to you. He said, “Are you the Coming One, or are we τὸ expect 
another?”. 

Ac chat moment he cured many from diseases and afflictions and evil spirits, and 
pave many blind people the free gift of sight. He replied to them, ‘On your way, 
and tell John what you saw and heard: “The blind see again: the lame walk; lepers 
are cleansed and the deaf hear; the dead are raised; the poor have the good news 
preached to them.” And happy is anyone who is not aftronted by me.’ 

As John's messengers went off, he began to talk to the crowds about John: “What 
did you go out into the desert to see? A reed shaken by the wind? No? What did 
you po out to see? A man dressed in gorgeous clothes? Look - people who wear 
splendid clothing and live in luxury are in palaces. No? Whar did you go our to 
see? A prophet? Yes, I tell you, and far better than a prophet. This is the one of 
whom ic is written, “Look - | am sending my messenger before my face, who will 
prepare your way before you.” 1 tell you: no one is greater among the sons of 
women than John — but the most insignificance in the kingdom of God is greater 
than he.’ 

And the whole populace who heard, and the tax collectors, justified God by 
being baptised with John’s baptism. But the Pharisees and lawyers set aside God's 
will, refusing to be baptised by him. 

‘So co whac shall 1 compare the people of this generation, what are they like? 
They are like children who sit in the market place and call out to each other and say, 


“We piped for you — and you didn’t dance. 
We mourned — and you didnt weep.” 


‘For John the Baptist came, not eating bread, nor drinking wine, and you say, “He's 
got a demon!” The Son of Man came, eating and drinking, and you say, “Look! A 
glutton and a wine drinker! A friend of tax collectors and sinners!” And Wisdom is 


justified by adfher children.’ 


This is a slightly enigmatic passage. Clearly Luke wants us to accept 
that Jesus is John the Baptist’s superior; we have already seen as 
much in the opening chapters of the Gospel. In this passage, 
moreover, John is uncertain enough to have to send a deputation, to 
check whether Jesus really is the expected ane. Jesus shows no 
doubts whatever, John is said to be inferior to ‘the most insignificant 
in the kingdom of God’; and Jesus reminds us of his ‘mission 
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statement at Nazareth in Chapter 4: ‘the poor have the gospel (good 
news) preached τὸ them’, and John is criticised for being ‘affronted’ 
by Jesus. 

At the same time, John is praised for being an austere and serious 
religious figure, and Jesus indicates that John's mission was foretold 
in Scripture. Johns baptism gives glory to God. The accusation chat 
Jesus’ opponents are like children, at the end of the passage. 
implicitly afhrms the mission of both Jesus and John: the one more 
austere, the other less so, ‘and Wisdom ts jusufied by aff her children’, 
both John and Jesus, and anyone else who listens to God. 

The ones who are on the outside are those who see no need to 
listen co God, here classed as ‘Pharisees and lawyers’. We have 
already seen che former as opponents of Jesus; the lacter appear here 
for the first time. We shall see chem a few cimes more in Luke's 
Gospel, nearly always behaving badly, or at lease in opposition to 
Jesus. [t is one of the former who behaves badly in the story thar 
immediately follows. 


The second ‘disastrous dinner party’ 
One of the Pharisees invited him τὸ eac with him; and he went into the house of 
the Pharisee and lay down. 

And look! A woman who was a sinner in the ciry, and who had found out that he 
was lying down in τῆς house of the Pharisee, bringing an alabaster jar of myrrh, 
and standing behind, weeping beside his feet, began to wet his feet wich her tears, 
and with che hair of her head began wiping [them] and kissing his feet and 
anointing them with mytrh. 

When the Pharisee who had invited him saw [this], he said to himself, ‘If this 
fellow were a prophet, he would know who this woman is who is touching him, 
and what sort of person — she's a sinner!’ 

Jesus responded to him, ‘Simon, I have something τὸ tell you.’ 

He said, “Speak, teacher.’ 

‘A moneylender had crwo people in debt to him. One owed fifty denarii, and che 
other five hundred. Because they had no way of repaying, he let them both off. 
Which of them, chen, will love him more?’ 

Simon replied, ‘I suppose the one whom he let off the most.’ 

He said to him, ‘Right verdice.’ And he turned to the woman and said to Simon, 
‘Do you see this woman? | came into your house -- you didn't give me water for my 
feet. She by contrast wet my feet with her tears and wiped them with her hair. You 
gave me no kiss -- she by contrast, ever since I entered, has not stopped kissing my 
ἔξει. You did not anoint my head wich oi] — she, by contrast, anointed my feet with 
myrrh. Therefore, I tell you, they are forgiven, her many sins, because she loved 
much. A person who is forgiven [only] a little loves [only] a little.’ 

He said ro her, “Your sins are forgiven.” And those who were lying down with 
him began saying to chemselves, “Who is this, who can forgive sins?’ 

He said τὸ rhe woman, ‘Your faith has saved you — on your way in peace. 


This is the second of several ‘disastrous dinner parties’ in Luke's 
Gospel. Jesus cannot have been alrogether an easy guest to have for a 
meal, and we may imagine the host or hostess rolling their eyes in 
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despair at the flickering tensions char Jesus engendered; Lukes 
affluent readers may also have felt the unease. This story is in some 
ways very simular to that which the other three evangelists place at 
the beginning of the Passion story (Matthew 26:6-13; Mark 14:3-9; 
John 12:1-8}, buc nat all scholars agree that it is the same story. 

Certainly the point of the story ts different. As we have seen 
several times already in this Gospel, and will see again, Jesus shocks 
his contemporaries by havtng some thoroughly disreputable friends, 
sinners who repent (we have already seen that repentance and 
forgiveness is a major theme of this Gospel), The woman ts a good 
example, and she is singled out for praise, in contrast co Jesus’ rather 
negligent (but religiously observant) host. The Pharisee (why on 
earth did he invite Jesus?) is watching Jesus like a hawk, and notices 
that Jesus allows this impure woman to touch him. The reader, 
however, has already seen Jesus voluntarily touch a coffin, a few 
verses earlier, so we already know char he is indifferent to ricual 
taboos. 

Luke's Jesus is ποῖ afraid to shock, and not afraid, either, to attack 
his hose. The beautiful and gentle ending to the story should ποῖ 
blind us to the fact chat he is an uncomfortable guest at a party. 


Jesus’ men and women companions 


And the next ching was thar he made his way through town and _ village 
proclaiming, and preaching the good news of the kingdom of God; and the Twelve 
[were] with him, and certain women, who had been cured from evil spirits and 
sickness, Mary called Magdalene, from whom seven demons had come out, and 
Joanna the wife of Chuza, Herod’s steward, and Susanna, and many other women, 
who ministered to chem from rheir resources. 


This is something of a ‘Lucan summary’, describing Jesus’ itinerant 
group, and the ‘support group’ of women, apparently from the 
upper end of the social scale, whose relative wealch made the ministry 
possible. This may count as further evidence chat Luke is writing for 


fairly affluent Christians. 


Parables told and explained 


A large crowd accompanied him, consisting of those who journeyed to him, town 
by town; and he spoke in a parable: 

“The sower went out to sow his seed. And as he sowed, some fell by the way and 
was trampled underfoot, and the birds of the air gobbled it up. And another fell on 
the rock, and it grew up and withered, because it had no moisture. And another 
fell in che middle of chorns, and the chorns grew up with it and choked it. And 
another fell on good soil, and when it grew up it produced fruit, a hundredfold.’ 
When he said this, he called out, ‘Let those who have ears listen.’ 

His disciples asked him what this parable might mean. 

He said, ‘To you it is given to know the mysteries of the kingdom of God, but to 
the rest — in parables, that “seeing they may not see and hearing they may not 
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understand”, This is the parable: the seed is the word of God. Those who are “by 
the way” are those who hear, [but] chen the devil comes and takes the word from 
their hearts; otherwise chey might believe and be saved. Those who are “on the 
rock” are the ones who, when they hear the word, receive it wich joy, and they have 
no roor -- they believe for a time, and in che time of temptation they withdraw. 
That which falls into the thorns, they are the ones who hear, and as they journey 
they are suffocated by the cares and affluence and pleasures of life; and they do ποι 
bring tt to maturity. The seed in the “good soil” are those who hear with a noble 
and right heart; they hold on to the word and bear fruir patiently. 

‘No one who lights a lamp hides it in a pot or puts it under a bed. No -- they pur 
it on a lamp-stand, so chat all who come [or: ‘journey’} in may see the light. For 
there is noching hidden which will not become visible; and there is nothing secret 
which will not become known, and come into the open. 

‘So watch out how you listen. For whoever has, it will be given ta them, and 
whoever does not have, even what they think they have will be taken from them.’ 


Luke makes less of the parable section than either Mark or Matthew 
(though, as we shall see, he has plenty of very memorable parables 
of his own). As befits his gentler temperament, Luke is more lenient 
than Mark in his verdict on the uncomprehending disciples, and on 
those who do not grasp Jesus’ message (see Mark 4:1 1-13). 

The interpretation of the ‘seed chat fell among chorns’ sounds a 
warning against che dangers of affluence, rather different from 
Mark's version (4:19); this may be further evidence for the view chat 
Luke's church was a wealthy one. 


Jesus’ mother and brothers 


His mother and his brothers came to him, and they could not meet up with him, 
because of the crowd. It was reported to him. ‘Your mother and your brothers are 
standing outside wanting to see you.’ He replied τὸ them, ‘A mather to me, and 
brothers to me, are those who hear God's word and perform it.’ 


In comparison with the rather stark version of this at Mark 3:31-35, 
this is quite gentle, as befits the gentlest of the evangelists. 


Jesus calms a storm on the Lake 


Ir happened on one of the days that he went on board a boat, along with his 
disciples; and he said to them, ‘Let us go to che other side of the Lake’; and they 
put our to sea. As they were sailing, he fell asleep. And a herce gust of wind came 
down on to the Lake: and chey were being swamped, and were in danger. They 
came and woke him up, saying ‘Master, master, we're dying!’ He woke up and 
rebuked the gale and the roughness of the waves. And they stopped; and there was 
a great calm. He said ro chem, ‘Where's your faith?’ They were awestruck, and they 
said to each other in astonishment, ‘So who ss this? Because he even gives order[s] 
to the winds and the water -- and they obey him! 
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Luke more or Jess reproduces here what he found in Mark (4:35- 
41). He has tidied it up, softened its rough edges, and omitted 
unnecessary material. One example of Lucan ‘softening’ ts the way 
he has the disciples repeat their title for Jesus: ‘Master, master’. And 
we shall see a similar repetition later, at 10:41: ‘Martha, Martha’. 


A demoniac in the land of the Gerasenes 


And they sailed away to the land of the Gerasenes, which is opposite Galilee. As he 
disembarked on co land, a man from the city met him, who had demons; and for a 
good long time he had not worn a cloak, and would not stay in a house, but 
among rombs. Seeing Jesus, he cried out and fell down before him, and said in a 
loud voice, ‘What do you want with me, Jesus, Son of God Most High? | implore 
you, don’t torment me.” For he was directing the unclean spirit to come out of the 
man. For on many occasions it had seized him; and so he was bound in chains and 
kept secure with fetcers; and he would break che shackles, and be driven by the 
demon into the desert places. 

Jesus asked him, ‘Whar is your name?’ He said, ‘Legion’, because many demons 
had entered into him. And they begged him nat to direct them to go off into the 
Abyss. Now there was there a sizable herd of pigs, grazing on the mountain. And 
they begged him co allow them to enter them; and he allowed them. The demons 
wenc out of the person, and entered the pigs; and the herd rushed down the cliff 
into the lake and was drowned. 

When the herdsmen saw what had happened, they ran away and reported it in 
the city and in che countryside. They came out τὸ see the phenomenon; and they 
approached Jesus and found the person from whom che demons had come out, 
sitting, wearing clothes, and in his right mind, at Jesus’ feer. And they were awe- 
struck. 

Those who had seen [it] reported to them how the one who had been possessed 
by demons had been saved. And the whole throng of the area of the Gerasenes 
asked him to leave them, because they were seized with great awe. He went on 
board ship and returned. The man from whom the demons had come our begged 
to be with him; bur he let him go, saying, ‘Back co your house, and recounr what 
ereat things God has done for you.’ 

And he went off chrough the whole city proclaiming what great things Jesus had 
done for him. 


This is a powerful and dramatic story, revealing a good deal about 
how Luke sees Jesus. The demoniac moves from living naked 
among graves (an exceedingly bad sign) τὸ sitting quietly at Jesus 
feet (a very good sign). Not only is he ‘saved’, which is altogether a 
more powerful thing chan being healed; but Jesus was up against 
immense odds: the demons were numerous, powerful enough τὸ 
break chains, and sufficient in numbers to send a herd of pigs to a 
watery grave in Galilee (and thereby cease to be a threat}. Jesus 
mastery of them is effortless, and as we ask Luke who Jesus is we 
may notice that the man, who has been cold τὸ recount whar great 
things God has done for him, ends up by proclaiming the great 
things that Jesus has done for him. There is no hint here that Luke 
thinks that the man has disobeyed Jesus, or gor him wrong. 
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Jairus’s only daughter, and a woman with a haemorrhage 


As Jesus returned, the crowd welcomed him. For they were all waiting for him. 
And look! A man came, whose name was Jairus; and he was ruler of the synagogue, 
and falling at Jesus’ feet he begged him to come into his house, because his only 
daughcer was about twelve — and she was dying. 

As he went, the crowds were crushing him. And a woman who had had a flow οἱ 
blood for rwelve years, who had spent al] her livelihood on doctors, couldn't be 
cured by anybody, approached from behind and touched che hem of his garment. 
And straightaway the flow of her blood stopped! 

And Jesus said, “Who ts the one who touched me?’ They all denied it, and Peter 
said, ‘Master, the crowds are pressing hard on you and jostling you... 

But Jesus said, Someone touched me, because | felt power going out of me.’ The 
woman realised thar she had not got away wich it. Trembling, she came and fell 
before him, and, before all the populace, recounted che reason why she had 
touched him, and how she had been healed straightaway. 

He said to her, ‘Daughter, your faith has saved you -- go in peace.’ 

While he was still speaking, someone comes from the president of the synagogue’s 
house saying, Your daughter is dead. Don't bother the teacher any more.’ 

Jesus heard [this] and answered him, ‘Don't be afraid — just believe, and she will 
be saved.’ When he came into the house, he allowed no one to come with him 
except Peter and John and James, and the father and mother of the child. They 
were all weeping and mourning for her; but he said, ‘Don't weep; she hasn't died, 
but is asleep.’ 

And they laughed at him — they knew that she was dead. 

And he took her hand and spoke to her, saying, ‘Girl, arise.” And her spirit 
returned, and she arose straightaway; and he gave instructions chat something 
[should] be given her to eat. And her parents were amazed; but he directed them to 
tell no one what had happened. 


Luke found this story ready-made in Mark's Gospel, two tales, one 
wrapped round τῆς other. He has made some changes, but mainly 
in the direction of tidying up Mark's roughnesses and smoothing his 
angulanries. Mark portrays Peter's response as harsh and sarcastic, 
for example, where Luke has made it gentler. They remain two very 
charming stories, and demonstrate Jesus’ ease with women and his 
indifference τὸ ritual impuriry (a woman with a haemorrhage and a 
woman who might be a corpse were serious snares for chose who 
wortied about such things). 


The Twelve are sent out (and there ts an interlude) 


Summoning the Twelve, he gave them power and authority over all demons, and to 
cure diseases, and he sent them to proclaim the kingdom of God and to heal the 
sick; and he said to them, ‘Do not take anything for the way, neither a staff nor a 
bag, nor bread nor silver — and not even to have owo tunics. And whacever house 
you enter, remain there and come out from there. And whoever fails to give you 
hospitaliry, when you come out from that city, shake the dust off your feet as a sign 
agains them.’ 
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They went out and wenc through one village after another, preaching the gospel, 
and healing everywhere. 


INTERLUDE 


Herod the tetrarch heard the things that were happening; and he was quite perplexed, 
because it was being said by some people chat John the Baptist had been raised from 
the dead, by some that Elijah had appeared, and by others again that one of the 
prophets of the ancients had arisen. But Herod said, ‘John? | beheaded him; but who 
is this about whom I hear such things?’ 


1h-1? 


And he was wanting to see him. 


And when they returned, the apostles explained to him what great things they had 
done. And he took them and retreated in privacy to a city called Bethsaida. 


Luke is more or less following Mark here, though he emphasises the 
healing of the sick slightly more. One change that he has apparently 
made concerns the ‘interlude’. While the apostles were out on the 
mission, Mark inserted che story of the death of John, partly, no 
doubt, to All the gap, but also partly to remind the reader of what 
discipleship might involve, Luke has done something slighcly different. 
He has placed the imprisonment of John the Baptist, and its reason 
(accusations about Herodias) back in Chapter 3, where it brings 
John’s ministry to an end, Then in our present passage, he adds chat 
"he was wanting to see him’, which will be picked up ar the time of 
Jesus’ Passion, when Luke alone reports a meeting berween Jesus 
and chis same Herod (Luke 23:6-12, especially verse 8). 
The apostles report having done ‘great things’. 


The feeding of the five thousand men 


Bur the crowds found out and followed him. And he welcomed them and started 
speaking co them about the kingdom of God; and those who had need of healing 
he cured. The day began to wane, and the Twelve approached and said to him, ‘Let 
the crowd go, sa that they may journey co the villages and farms round about, and 
rest and find provisions, because here we're in a desert place.’ 

He said τὸ them, ‘Give them something to eat yourselves.’ 

Buc they said, “We have no more than five loaves and rwo fish. Unless we are to 
go [‘journcy’] and buy foodstuffs for the whole of this crowd?’ (For they were 
about five chousand men.) 

He said to his disciples, ‘Make them lie down to eat in groups of abour fifty.’ 
And they did so, and made them all lie down. 

And taking the five loaves and the two fish, he looked up to heaven and blessed 
them and broke them and gave them to the disciples to set before the crowd. And 
they al] ate and were satisfied, and their surplus was taken up, rwelve baskets of 
frapments. 
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This is a powerful story; Luke cells it more or less as Mark has told 

it, except that Luke and John have only one story of feeding che 

mulorudes, where Mark and Marthew have rwo. Luke characteristically 

adds the action of Jesus’ ‘hospitaliry’ (he welcomed them’) and the 

healing of diseases, We are taken back to the story of God's feeding 

the People of Israel in the desert (see, for example, Exodus 16:13-18). 
The idea of “hospitality is very important in Luke's Gospel. 


Peter's identification of Jesus, and the teaching it provokes 


And it happened when he was praying on his own, his disciples were with him, and 
he asked them, ‘Who do the crowds say 1 am?’ They answered and said, ‘John the 
Baptist; and others Elijah; and others that one of the prophets of old has ansen.’ 

He said to them, ‘But you people, who do yom say [ am?’ 

Peter replied and said, “The Messiah of God." He scolded them, and instructed 
them to say this to nobody, saying, “The Son of Man must suffer many things and 
be rejected by the elders and high priests and scribes and be killed — and on the 
third day be raised up.’ 

He said to everyone, ‘If anyone wants to come after me, let them deny 
themselves, and take up their cross every day and follow me. For whoever wants to 
preserve their life will lose it, and whoever loses their life for my sake, that person 
will preserve it. For how is a person helped, if they gain the whole world and lose 
or forfeit their very self? For whoever is ashamed of me and of my words, the Son 
of Man will be ashamed of that person, when he comes in his splendour, and in the 
splendour of his Father and of the holy angels. I cell you eruly, there are some of 
those standing here who will not taste death until they see the kingdom of God.’ 


Luke, we have said, is the Gospel of prayer, and it is characteristic 
thar he presents Jesus as praying at this important moment of Peter's 
accurate recognition of him. Much less is made by Luke than by 
Mark and Macthew of Peter's subsequent failure to grasp what drad 
of Messiah he is. 

You may puzzle about how Jesus can be both ‘on his own’ and with 
his disciples. Perhaps we should not ask Luke this question. Another 
puzzle concerns Jesus’ statement that ‘there are some of those 
standing here who will not taste death until they see the kingdom of 
God’. Jesus and the early Church certainly seem to have expected 
the Second Coming fairly soon after the Resurrection. We have 
learnt not τὸ expect it τὸ be coming so soon. 

Notice thar the range of answers to the question who Jesus is 
coincides, almost exactly, with che suggestions earlier in che chapter. 
Luke is perhaps here tidying up what he found in Mark; bur he is 
also making this recognition moment far Jess ceneral chan it was in 
Mark's Gospel; he even removes the reference to Caesarea Philippi. 
At the same ume, the reference τὸ che ‘splendour of the Son of 
Man’, in the contest of the Father and the angels, indicates thar 
Luke has a very ‘high’ view of who Jesus is; he is God, or che nearest 

ing to God. And, in the same vein, nouce the references to 
‘splendour’ in the story that now follows. 
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The glory of Jesus with Moses and Elijah 


it happened about eight days after these words [or: events | that caking Peter and 
John and James he wene up onto the mountain to pray. And tt happened as he 
prayed thac the appearance of his face was different; and his clothing was whice, 
gleaming like lightning. And look! Two men were speaking with him, who were 
Moses and Elijah. They appeared in splendour, and were speaking of his departure 
[or: ‘exodus’) which he was to accomplish in Jerusalem. 

Now Peter and those with him were overcome with sleep; and when they were 
fully awake, they saw his splendour, and the rwo men standing with him. And 
when they were separated from him, Peter said τὸ Jesus, ‘Master, it τς right for us to 
be here — and ἰδεῖς make three tents, one for you and one for Moses and one for 
Flijah (having no idea what he was saying)’. As he was saying this, there was a 
cloud, and it overshadowed them. They were afraid when they entered the cloud; 
and a voice came from the cloud, saying, “This is my Son, the Chosen One - listen 
to him.’ And when the voice had come, Jesus alone was there. And they were silent; 
and in chose days they reported to nobody any of the things which they had seen. 


Luke makes some small changes (and we may notice that he has 
omitted much of Marks Chapters 6 to 8). Once again, he has Jesus 
at prayer; the transhguration itself is in a slightly lower key (unlike 
Mark, he does not even use che word). Luke alone has Moses and 
Elijah speaking of Jesus’ ‘exodus’ or ‘departure’. This could also refer 
to his death, of course, and it looks ahead, as this Gaspel has always 
done, to Jerusalem. The ‘overshadowing is also in Mark, but it 
reminds Luke's reader of what happened to Mary when Jesus was 
conceived (1:35). Luke alone has the disciples weighed down by 
sleep. Finally, Luke has sofrened Mark's abrupt command to silence 
at the end of che story. 


The spirit the disciples couldn't expel 


It happened on the next day, as they went down from the mountain, that a great 
crowd met chem. And look! A man shouted from the crowd, “Teacher, I implore 
you τὸ look kindly on my son, because he is my only one, and look! A spirit takes 
him, and he suddenly cries out, and it convulses him and he foams; and it hardly 
leaves him, and it wears him out. And J asked your disciples to expel it — and they 
couldn't!’ 

Jesus responded, ‘O faithless and perverted generation — how long shall I be with 
you and put up with you? Bring your son here.’ 

As he was sull approaching, the demon chrew him down and convulsed him. 
Jesus rebuked the unclean spirit, and healed the boy, and restored him to his father. 
They were all struck by the preatness of God. 


This ts a much briefer version than Mark’s accounc of the incident 
(Mark 9:14-29), and Luke is gentler with the disciples. There are at 
Jeast three characteristic Lucan touches: ‘the next day’ (see 7:11); 
‘look kindly’ (1:48), and ‘the greatness of God’ (see, for example 
1:46, 49, 58; 9:43, each of which uses the same Greek root). There 
is less derail in Luke's version, but he has incroduced a typical reference 
to healing. 
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The suffering of the Son of Man; the unresponsive disciples 


While everyone wondered at everything that he was doing, he said to his disciples, 
‘Put these words into your ears: you see, the Son of Man is about to be handed over 
into the power of human beings.’ 

But chey had no idea of this matter, and it was concealed from them, so that they 
should [ποι] understand it — and they were afraid to ask him abour this matter. 

An argument arose among them -- ‘Who was likely to be the Most Important?’ 
Jesus knew abour the argument of their heart; and he took hold of a litrle bay, and 
stood him next to him, and said to them, ‘Whoever welcomes this little boy in my 
name welcomes me. And whoever welcomes me welcomes the one who sent me. 
For the least significant among you, that is Mr Big.’ 

John responded, ‘Master, we saw someone casting out demons in your name -- 
and we tried to prevent him, because he is not a disciple with us.” 

Jesus said, “Don't prevent him — for whoever is not against you is on your side.’ 


The three elements chat make up this section are all in Mark 9:30-41, 
but Luke is gentler, less harshly mysterious than Mark, and includes 
less detail. 


The Journey to Jerusalem (9:51-19:40) 


The journcy begins 
It happened when the days of his taking-up were fulfilled, he also set his face to 
journey to Jerusalem. And he sent messengers before his face. And as they 
journeyed, they went intro a village of the Samaritans, to prepace for him. And they 
did not offer him hospitaliry, because his face was journeying to Jerusalem. When 
they saw it, disciples James and John said, ‘Lord, do you want us to tell fre to come 
down from heaven and annihilate them?’ 

But he turned and rebuked them -- and they journeyed to another village. 

And as they journeyed on the way, someone said to him, ‘I'll follow you 
wherever you go.’ 

And Jesus said to him, ‘Foxes have lairs, and birds of the sky have places τὸ live, 
but the Son of Man has nowhere to recline his head.’ 

He said to another, ‘Follow me.’ Bur he said, ‘Lord, let me first go and bury my 
father.’ 

But he said to him, ‘Let the corpses bury their own corpses -- as for you, off you 
go and proclaim the kingdom of Ged far and wide.’ 

And another said, ‘I'll follow you, Lord - but first allow me to say farewell to 
those ac my house.’ 

Jesus said to him, ‘No one who puts his hand to the plough and looks back ts 
suitable for the kingdom of God.’ 


At chis point, Luke turns his Gospel very Armly in the direction of 
Jerusalem. The use of the word ‘fulfilled’ rakes us back ro 1:1, where 
we have the same idea, if not precisely che same Greek word. He 
uses the word ‘taking-up’ here. The verb is the one used in Acts for 
Jesus’ Ascension; but in τῆς light of the recent conversation that we 
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have overheard berween Moses, Elijah and Jesus, we also know chat 

it refers τὸ Jesus Death and Resurrection. 

Luke uses his ‘journeying’ word five times in these few lines, to 
underline that something is starting here, which only ends with his 
arrival in Jerusalem at the end of Chapter 19. There are other aspects 
to the journey: - 

* it includes Samaria (important in the journey, and also in the 
reverse journey that is Acts, at lease at its beginning; we should 
note thac Samaritans generally get a good press tn Luke — see 
10:33; 17:16. They were highly unpopular with the inhabitants 
of Judah, for they were chought to be of mixed race and doubtful 
orthodoxy); 


the quotation about ‘messengers before his face’ is used by Mark 
(1:2) and Matthew (11:10) for John the Bapetst; 

note the three (rather discouraging) remarks to would-be 
disciples. Luke has collected them here as a preface to the journey, 
just as he made the episode in the synagogue at Nazareth a preface 
τὸ Jesus’ ministry as a whole. The third episode is not paralleled in 
Matthew, buc echoes the call of Elisha in 1 Kings 19:20; 

the hery desires of James and John may explain why (accarding to 
Mark) they were nicknamed ‘Sons of Thunder’. It may be signif- 
cant thar they echo Elijah (2 Kings 1:10, 12); 

notice that Jesus ‘turns’ to chese would-be terrorists. In Luke this 
word denotes carehil attention. See 7:9, 44; 10:29; 14:25, and 
especially perhaps 22:61 (Peter) and 23:28 (the women of Jerusalem). 


The mission of the seventy-two, and their joyful return 


103 After this, the Lord appointed another seventy-two, and sent them in pairs before 
his face to every town and place where he was intending to go, He said to them, 
“The harvest is great, but the labourers are few; therefore implore the Lord of the 
harvest to send out labourers into his harvest. 

‘Go. Look! 1 am sending you as lambs in the midst of wolves. Do not carry a 
money bag or a knapsack, or sandals, and greet no one on the way. Whatever house 
you enter, first say, “Peace upon this house!” and if there is a peace-person [literally: 
‘son of peace’] there, your peace will rest upon that person. Otherwise it will return 
to you. Stay in chat house, eating and drinking their food and drink; for che 
labourer is worthy of his hire. Do noc transfer fram house to house. And whatever 
εἰν you enter, and chey give you hospicaliry, eat what is put before you, and cure 
the sick who are in the city, and tel] chem, “The kingdom of God has drawn near 
upon you.” Whatever ciry you enter, and they fail to give you hospitality, go out 
into its streets and say, “Because of you [or: ‘for you] we shall even wipe off che 
dust that clings to us from your ciry. But be aware that the kingdom of God has 
drawn near.” I am telling you: it will be more bearable for Sodom on thac day than 
for that city. 

‘Woe to you, Chorazin; woe to you, Bethsaida. Because if the miracles that rook 
place in you had happened in Tyre and Sidon, they would Jong since have sat down 
and repented. But for Tyre and Sidon it will be more bearable at the Judgement 
than it will be for you. 
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And you Caphernaum -- do you want ro be exalted up to heaven? You will go 
down to Hades! 

‘The one who listens ta you people, listens to me; the one who rejects you rejects 
me; and the one who rejects me rejects the one who sent me.’ 

The seventy-rvo returned joyfully; they said, ‘Lord - even the demans do what 
we tel] them [literally: ‘are subordinated τὸ αἱ] in your name!” 

He cold them, ‘! saw Satan falling from heaven like lightning. Look! | have given 
you auchoriry to tread on snakes and scorpions, and on all che Enemy's power — 
and no way will anything hurt you. But don't rejoice because che spirits do what 
you cell chem; instead, rejoice chat your names are written in heaven.” 

Ac that moment, he rejoiced in che Holy Spirit and said, ‘I give thanks to you, 
Father, Lord of heaven and earth, because you have hidden these chings from clever 
and incelligent people, and revealed them to infants. Yes, Father, because that was 
the way you wanted it to be. Everything is handed over to me by my Father; and 
no one knows who the San is except the Father, nor who τῆς Father is except the 
Son, and whoever che Son wishes to reveal it to.’ 

And turning privately co the disciples he said, ‘Happy are the eyes who sec what 
you sec. For [ cell you char many prophets and kings wanted to see what you see, 
and didn’t see it, and to hear what you hear and didn't hear it.’ 


These instructions before the sevenry-rwo go out, and the 
comments on their recurn, are really a version of the ‘ripple effect’, 
and so part of the journeying theme. Matthew (9:37, 38; 10:7- 15] 
has a good deal of che matenal, but only Luke makes it a preliminary 
to Jesus’ mission. Luke has some slightly daunting touches, such as 
the instruction to ‘greet nobody on the way’. Luke alone has the 
tail-wagging return of the cmissanes, to which he joins Jesus’ 
thanksgiving to the Father, which is also in Matthew, but not part of 
this episode. The same is true of the congratulations τὸ the disciples. 
Luke has made a coherent unit out of it, perhaps an indication of 
the importance he gives to the ‘ripple effect’. 


The lawyer's question, and a good Samaritan! 


And look! A certain lawyer stood up, putting him to τῆς test, and said, “Teacher, 
what shall f do co inherit eternal life?’ 

He said, ‘In che Torah what is written? How do you read [it)?’ 

He answered, ““You will Jove the Lord your God with all your heart and with 
all your soul and with all your strength and with all your understanding, and your 
neighbour as yourself.” ’ 

He said to him, “You have given the correct answer. Do this, and you will live.’ 

But he wanted to put himself in the right, and said to Jesus, And who ἐς my 
neighbour?’ 

Jesus took up che chread and said, ‘A man was going down from Jerusalem to 
Jericho, and he fell into che hands of muggers. They took his clothes off, rained 
blows on him, and went off leaving him half dead. By coincidence, a priest was 
going down on that road, and, seeing him, passed by on the opposite side. A Levite 
also went down by thar spot, and when he saw him, similarly passed by on che 
opposite side. Then a cravelling Samaritan came upon him, and when he saw [him] 
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he had compassion! He approached and bound up his wounds, pouring olive oil 
and wine on chem: and he put him on his own animal, and took him to an inn, 
and looked after him. And the next day he took out two denarit and gave them te 
the innkeeper, and said, “Look after him, and whatever extra you spend, I'll repay 
you when I return.” 

‘Which of these three, in your view, acted as neighbour τὸ the one who had 
fallen into che muggers’ hands?’ 

He said, ‘The one who did the mercy on him.’ 

Jesus said to him, ‘Journey on, and (make sure] you do che same.’ 


This is the first of many lovely Lucan parables. A version of this 
episode is in both Mark (12:28-31) and Matthew (22:35-40), each 
with their own differences. Lawyers on the whole do not do well in 
Luke's Gospel, whereas Samaritans generally get a good press from 
him, 

The alert reader will notice char the story is sec in the context of 
some rather dangerous journeying, and that at the end the lawyer is 
told τὸ ‘journey’. 

The road on which the story is set will doubtless have been 
familiar to Jesus’ hearers, as will the perils of it, for it runs through 
the desert, with hills on either side, ideal for secting an ambush. 

The best stories are told in threes (‘an Englishman, an Irishman 
and a Scotsman’, for example), and the third member contains the key. 
We may imagine Jesus’ audience chuckling at the behaviour of the 
clergy, expecting No. 3 τὸ be ‘an ordinary layman’ perhaps, and then 
getting a dreadful shock when he turned out to be a hated 
Samaritan. 


The third “disastrous dinner party’: Martha and Mary 


As they journeyed, 4e went into a village. Now a woman called Martha gave him 
hospitality; and she had a sister called Mary, who, when she had sat down by the 
Lord's feet, kepr listening to what he said. Now Martha was distracted wich much 
service, and she came up and said, ‘Lord - don’t you care chat my sister has 
abandoned me to serve all alone? So tell her τὸ come and help me.’ 

The Lord said to her in reply, ‘Martha, Martha: you're over-anxious and 
disturbed about many chings; there is need only of one ching. You see, Mary has 


chosen the better portion, and it won't be taken away from her.’ 


This is another lovely story; the companions of τῆς journey suddenly 
disappear, and we find Jesus alone with two women, which must 
have seemed odd for a religious teacher. The women, however, are 
presented as people in their own right: Martha is the hostess (no 
man in sight), and Mary a disciple. Martha is not given the help 
that she asks for, but che gencle repetition of her name softens any 
Jurking rebuke, though we may observe that, just as the lawyer in 
the previous story could noc sully his lips with che word ‘Samaritan’, 
so here Martha cannot bring herself to mention her stster’s name. 
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Mary 1s like chat other woman (7:38), sitting at Jesus’ feet: 
Marthas plight is neatly expressed in the notion of ‘much service 
and ‘serving all alone’: ‘service’ is a value in Luke's Gospel, bur when 
it Is experienced as heavy, and as lonely, then it has turned into 
something else, and Martha finds herself giving orders to her 
eminent guest, which puts her mildly in the wrong, although Luke 
does not tell us how the remainder of the dinner party goes. 


Teaching about prayer 


11 ‘8 And ic happened when he was in a certain place praying. When he ceased, one of 


his disciples said to him, ‘Lord, teach us to pray, as John also taughe his disciples.” 
He said to them, ‘When you pray, say: 


Father — may your name be sanctified. 
May your kingdom come. 
Each day, give us our bread for the coming day. 
And forgive us our sins, 
for we ourselves also forgive everyone who is in debt to us. 
And do not put us to the tesr.’ 


And he said ro chern, “Suppose one of you has a friend come to him in the middle 
of the night and say to him, “My friend, lend me three loaves, because my friend 
has appeared at my house after a journey, and 1 have nothing to put before him” — 
would any of you reply from inside, “Don't bother me: the door is already locked, 
and my children and I are in bed. I can't get up and give you [anything] "? I tell you 
— even if he wont get up and give him something because he's a friend, his friend's 
persistence will make him arise and give him all he needs. 

And fam telling γον: ask, and it will be given you; seek, and you will find: 
knock [at the door], and it will be opened to you. For everyone who asks receives; 
the one who seeks, finds; and to the one who knocks [on che door] it is opened. 

‘Suppose chat one of you is a father, and his son asks for a fish — is he going to 
give him a snake instead of a fish? Or suppose he asks for an epg — is he going to 
give him a scorpion? 

‘So -- if you peaple (who are wicked) are competent to give appropriate gifts ta 
your children, will mot your Heavenly Father all the more give the Holy Spirtr to 
those who ask him? 


Luke, as we have already said, is the Gospel of prayer; this passage is 
the first place where che evangelist has puc together any explicit 
teaching on prayer. The beginning and the end are in Matthew's 
Sermon on the Mount (6:9-13 and 7:7-11), while the middle 
section, the quietly humerous tale of τῆς friend who arrives at 
midnight, is only in Luke. The first section is Luke's version of the 
Lord’s Prayer, different in many respeces from Matthew's (which 
Christians know better), but still recognisably the same. Lukes 
version is shorter, and many scholars chink it may be more original. 

What is che teaching about prayer? First, the disciples regard it as 
a bit puzzling, but something that chey ought to do, and chat Jesus 
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ought to teach them to do, if only to keep up with the spiritual 
Jones's (‘the disciples of John the Baptist’). Second the parable of the 
friend at midnight with gentle humour (imagining God as someone 
who would rather stay in bed!) teaches what prayer is like: ir 1s a 
relationship berween friends, who will cheerfully give other friends 
what they need. There are three ‘friends’ in che parable, che one in 
bed, the one who wants bread, and the one who has been on a 
journey, and the repetition of the word may seem a bit clumsy, until 
we realise what Luke is doing: che key to prayer is friendship. God is 
not, therefore, a drinks dispenser, which discharges the appropriate 
substance when the appropriate coin is inserted and che right button 
pressed. That is the explanation of the otherwise very difficule 
passage, ‘ask and it will be given you... '; and when Luke uses the 
‘divine passives’, such as ‘it will be given, he is reminding us that we 
are speaking of God. We can be conhdent of God’s unfailing 
generosity; but it is not for us τὸ lay down the rules. And we are 
positively encouraged τὸ be persistent, to the point of 
shamelessness. Third, though, we should notice that Jesus uses quite 
powerful, active verbs for talking about prayer: ‘ask’, ‘seek, and 
‘find’ suggest that we are supposed to take an initiative in prayer, 
and present our needs: Luke's version of the Lord’s Prayer is all 
requests, although of course we may always have to recognise that 
God may know better than we do what we need. 


Is Jesus working with the demons or against them? 


And he was expelling a demon; and it was dumb. It turned our that when the 
demon left, the dumb man spoke — and the crowds were astonished. Some of 
them, however, said, ‘Ir is by Beelzeboul, che ruler of the demons, that he casts out 
demons,’ while others put him to the test by asking him for a sign from heaven. 
Buc he knew cheir thoughts, and cold them, “Every kingdom that is divided against 
itself is laid waste, and house falls on house. Now — if Satan is divided against 
himself, how is his kingdom going to stand, since you say char it is by Beelzeboul 
that I am expelling demons? You see, if it is by Beelzeboul char I am expelling demons, 
by whom do your people expel them? So it is chey who will be your judges. If, on 
the other hand, it is by the finger of God thac | expel demons — then che kingdom 
of God has come upon you! 

‘When the strong man, fully armed, is guarding his own palace, then his 
possessions are at peace. However whenever someone who is stronger than he is 
comes and defeats him, he takes away the full armour that he had relied on; and he 
shares out his booty. 

‘The one who is not with me is against me; and the one who does ποῖ gather 
with me scatters. 

‘When the unclean spirit leaves the person, he goes through waterless places, 
looking for rest, and not finding it. Then it says, “I'll go back to the home I came 
from.” And it comes and finds it swept and decorated. Then it goes on a journey 
and finds seven other [demons] wickeder than it is — and they go in and dwell 
there. And chat person's final state is worse than their frst.’ 
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Like Jesus’ contemporaries, Luke's readers have to decide who Jesus 
is: clearly he meets with demons as a worthy opponent. So is he on 
their side of on God's side? Jesus here makes one or two sensible 
observations to help answer the question — and we cannot evade the 
conclusion, that ‘the kingdom of God has come upon you’, nor the 
challenge: are we for him or against him? And we are warned to take 
the demons seriously. 


A woman's intervention is capped 


Ir happened as he was saying this that a woman from the crowd raised her voice 
and said τὸ him, ‘Happy the womb that bore you, and the breasts which you 
sucked.’ Buc he said, ‘On che contrary -- happy are those who hear the word of 
God and keep ic.’ 


Luke is the Gospel of women; but that does not mean that women 
always get i right. Here, 2 woman's attempt to congratulate Jesus 
mother turns into a congratulation of all disciples ‘who hear the 
word of God and keep it. We remember Mary, of course, in the 
previous chapter, who did just that, not to mention that other Mary, 
Jesus’ mother, who ‘kepe all these words, pondering them in her 
heart’ and ‘kept all chese evencs in her heart’. 


Teaching: repentance and visibility 

When the crowds had gathered even more, he began to say, ‘This generation is a 
wicked generation: it looks for a sign, and it won't be given a sign, except for 
Jonah’s sign; for just as Jonah was a sign for the people of Nineveh, that’s how the 
Son of Man will be for this generation. The Queen of the South will rise up at the 
Judgement with the men of this generation, and condemn them — because she 
came from the ends of the earth to hear the wisdom of Solomon; and Jook! There's 
[something] more than Solomon here. The men of Nineveh will rise up with chis 
generation at the Judgement and condemn it -- because they repented at Jonah’s 
proclamation. And look! There's [something] more than Jonah here. 

‘No one lights a lamp and puts ir in a cellar, but on the lamp-seand, so thar those 
who journcy into [the house] may see the light. 

"The light of τῆς body is your cye. When your cyc is healthy for: ‘simple’, ‘clear J, 
then the whole of your body ts illuminated. But if it is bad, then your body ts 
darkened. Watch out: [you don’t wane} τῆς light chat is in you to become darkness. 
So if your whole body 15 illuminated, not having even a lictle bir [of it] darkened, it 
will be entirely illuminated, as when the lamp illuminates you wich its beam.’ 


These bits of teaching are found also in Matthew, chough in different 
places (Matthew 12:38-42; 5:15; 6:34), so pechaps it is Luke who 
has brought chem together, except that they do not obviously belong 
together. We may notice, though, that che ‘sign of Jonah’ in Marthew 
12:40 had τὸ do with che Resurrection, whereas in Luke, the ‘Gospel 
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of repentance’, it is abour repentance. The alert reader will have 
noticed chat Luke has already used a different version of the saying 
about ‘lighting a lamp’ back in 8:16. We may also observe that it is 
men, and not women, who are going to be judged, and thar the 
Queen of Sheba, not only a woman, but also a foreigner, will be 


doing the judgement. Luke is the Gospel of the marginalised. 


The fourth ‘disastrous dinner party’ 


As he was speaking, a Pharisee invited him to have breakfast wich him ac his house. 
He went in and lay down. When the Pharisee saw [it], he was surprised thac he 
didn’t have a ritual washing first, before breakfast. The Lord said to him, “Now you 
Pharisees, you clean the outside of cup and dish; but your inside is full of robbery 
and wickedness. Fools! Did not the One who made the outside also make the 
inside? So — give alms on what is within, and see, everything will be clean for you. 

‘No - woe to you Pharisees: you pay tithes of mint and rue, and every kind of 
vegetable, and you overlook God's judgement and love; thar's what you should 
have performed, without overlooking the other things. 

‘Woe to you, Pharisees: you love the chief seats in the synagogues and being 
preeted in the market place. 

‘Woe to you: you are like graves which are not seen, and people walk on top 
wichout knowing.’ 

One of the lawyers answered, “Teacher, when you say this, its us also whom you 
are insulting.’ And he said, ‘And to you lawyers also, woe! Because you put hard-ro- 
bear burdens on to people; but you yourselves do ποῖ couch the burdens with 
[even] a single finger! 

‘Woe to you, because you build che prophets’ tombs. Your ancestors killed them: 
you are witnesses, and you approve of your ancestors’ deeds, because they killed 
them and you build [their tombs]. For this reason, the Wisdom of God said, “I 
shall send chem prophets and apostles, and some of them they will kill and 
persecute, in order that vengeance may be exacted for the blood of all the 
prophets which has been shed since the foundation of the world, from Abel's blood 
to the blood of Zechariah, who was killed between altar and Temple. And, I tell 
you, it will be exacted from this generation. 

“Woe to you lawyers, because you took away the key of knowledge: you 
yourselves didnt enter, and you managed to thwart chose who were trying to enter.’ 

And when he went out of there, che scribes and the Pharisees started to be very 
resentful and to watch closely what he said on a wider range of topics, and τὸ plot 
to catch him out in something he might say. 


This fourth ‘disastrous dinner party’ ends with the bartlelines clearly 
drawn. Jesus has deliberately annoyed Pharisees, lawyers and scribes, 
admittedly after his host had thought disapproving thoughts abour 
his lack of ritual observance (the word translated as ‘surprised’, with 
more than a hint of disapproval, elsewhere in Luke means, positively, 
‘marvel’), and now they are out to get him. Some of what Jesus says 
to the lawyers is very obscure, especially the utterance by the 
‘Wisdom of God’ and the talk about ‘building’ — but there is nothing 


obscure about our sense that conflict is brewing. 
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Teaching the disciples 


12." In the middle of this, as vast numbers of the crowd had gathered, [so many] that 


13-21 


they were trampling each other, he began to speak to his disciples: ‘First and fore- 
most, steer clear of τῆς leaven (which is hypocrisy) of the Pharisees. 

‘Nothing is hidden which will ποῖ be revealed; and nothing concealed which will 
not be made known. Therefore whatever you say in the darkness will be heard in 
the light, and whatever you speak conhdentially [literally: ‘into the ear} in the 
innermost rooms will be proclaimed on che rooftops. 

Ἵ am telling you, who are my friends: don't be fearful of those who kill the body, 
and after that have nothing further [that they can] do; I'll show you whom to fear: 
be afraid of the one who, after he has killed you, has authoricy to throw you into 
Gehenna. Yes, I tell you: be afraid of that one. 

‘Are not five sparrows sold for cwo assaria? And not one of these is forgotten by 
[literally, ‘before’] God, No — the hairs of your head are all numbered. Don’t be 
afraid; you are worth more than many sparrows. 

Ἵ tell you, everyone who speaks up for me before human beings, the Son of Man 
will speak up for that person before God's angels. And the person who denies me 
before human beings will be denied before the angels of God. 

‘And whoever says a word against the Son of Man, it will be forgiven him: 
whereas the one who blasphemes against the Holy Spiric will not be forgiven. 

‘When they bring you in before synagogues and authorities and magistrates, 
don't get anxious about how to make your defence or what τὸ say. For the Holy 
Spirit at chat moment will give you what you must say. 


The connections between the various parts of this speech are not 
easy to see, unless the link is the idea of unfailing faithfulness even 
when persecution comes. Jesus’ disciples must expect the same 
treatment as he received. This passage starts with a reference back to 
the Pharisees of the previous episode (beware of their leaven), 
continues with some general warnings: don't presume confidentiality; 
don't fear the wrong people; be confident of your worth before God: 
don't be ashamed of the Son of Man; (above all) don't blaspheme 
the Holy Spirit, who will tell you what to say when you are arraigned. 

Assarion: one-sixceenth of a denarius. Just chink of che smallesc 
coin that you can imagine. The word Gehenna means (or nearly 
means) ‘Valley of the Brothers Hinnom’, a valley in Jerusalem where 
waste was burnc and corpses buried, so a symbol of decay and 
pollution. 


Teaching about riches 
Sameone spoke to him from the crowd, ‘Teacher, rell my brother to divide the 
inhericance with me.’ 

But he said to him, ‘Man! Who appointed me a referee or arbitrator over you 
people?’ 

He said to them, ‘Look out and guard yourselves from all greed; because a 
person's life does nor consist in having enough-and-ro-spare in the way of possessions. 

He told them a parable: ‘A certain wealthy person had an estate that had done 
well. And he debated with himself. “What then am 1 to do? | have nowhere to put 
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my produce.” He said, “This is what I shall do: I'll pull down all my storehouses 
and build bigger ones; and I'll bring all my grain and all my goods together in 
them. And 1} tell my soul, ‘Soul -- you have many good things stored up for many 
years. Take it easy — eat and drink and have a good time.” But God said to him, 
“Fool! This very night your life [or: ‘soul’] is being asked back from you. The stuft 
that you prepared — whose will it be?” That's how it is with people who save up for 
themselves and are not wealthy in regard to God.’ 


This passage is only in Luke, the request and Jesus response. Ir is 
characteristic of Luke's rather negative attitude to wealth, which 
may have sence a shiver down che spine of his affluent church 
(assuming chat is what they were), The parable is a bic starker than 
Luke generally goes in for, and the characterisation rather more 
two-dimensional (though see also the story of Lazarus and the rich 
man — Luke 16:19-31), but that may simply reflece the urgency he 
gives to the principle of detachment from possessions in the Christian 
life. 

Jesus’ response ‘Man’ may sound like modern American slang, 
bur a) it is a literal translation and b) it probably catches the tone of 
the original. The phrase translated as ‘is being asked back’ literally 
means ‘they are asking back’. Like ‘these things will be added to you’ 
in the next section (12:31), this is Luke's discreet way of indicating 


that God js at work. 


No material worries: God will look after you 


He said τὸ his disciples, ‘For this reason, I'm telling you: Dont worry about your 
life {or: ‘soul’], what you are τὸ eat, nor about your body, what youre to wear. For 
life is more than food, and the body ts more than cloching. Think of the ravens: 
they don’t sow or reap; they have no cellars or storehouses, and God feeds chem! 
How much more important are you than [mere] birds? Which of you, by 
worrying, can add an hour to the length of your life? So if you can't even do the 
tiniest thing, why are you worrying about the rest? Look at how lilies grow: they 
don't work [for a living]; nor do they weave [cloth}. But I'm telling you, not even 
Solomon in all his glory was dressed like one of them! Now — if God dresses up hay 
like this, which is in the field today, and tomorrow thrown into an oven, wont [he 
do] al] the more for you, people of little faich? So don’t you start looking for 
something to eat or something to drink; and don’c be anxious. You see this is whac 
the nations of the world are looking for; but your Father knows that you need 
chese things. Just look for his kingdom, and God wil] supply you with these things 
in addition. Dont be afraid, little flock — because your Father in heaven has been 
pleased to give you the kingdom. 

‘Sell your possessions and give alms. Manufacture moneybags for yourselves chat 
never grow old, inexhaustible treasure in heaven, where no burglar approaches, and 
no moths gobble [it] up. For where your treasure is, chat is where your heart will be.’ 


This passage fits well enough with the previous passage and Luke's 
emphasis on the danger of possessions, although it is a cext that 


Luke largely shares with Macchew, with che order slightly altered. 
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The starkness of discipleship: on being ready for the end-time 


‘Be dressed for action; have your lamps burning. You [are to be] like people 
expecting their Lord when he returns from the wedding, so chat when he comes 
and knocks they immediately open up for him. Happy are those slaves whom the 
Lord finds scill awake when he comes. Amen I cell you: he will puc on his clothes, 
make them lie down to eat, and come and wait on them. Congratulations to them 
if he comes even in the second watch or even in the chird warch and finds them 
like this. But be sure of chis: if che houscholder knew what time the burglar was 
coming, he wouldn't allow his house τὸ be broken into. And so you must be ready, 
because the Son of Man is coming at a time when you don’t think he will.’ 

Peter said to him, ‘Lord, are you telling this parable to us or to everybody” 

And the Lord said to him, ‘So who is the reliable and sensible steward, whom the 
Lord will appoint over his servants, to give out the food-allowance at the proper 
time? Congratulations to that slave whom the Lord when he comes finds doing 
this. Truly I tell you thar he will appoint him in charge of all his possessions. If 
however that slave says in his heart, “My Lord is taking his time in coming,” and 
begins beating the male and female slaves, and [starts) eating and drinking and 
geccing drunk, chat slave's Lord will come on a day when he does not expect, and at 
a ume [that] he does not know -- and he'll cut him in two and set his portion with 
the unbelievers. 

‘That slave who knows what his Lord wants, and hasn't prepared or acted in 
accordance with his will, shall be beaten many times. On the other hand, the one 
who did not know, but has done what deserves chastisement, shall be beaten fewer 
times. Everyone to whom God has given much, God will demand much from them. 
The one to whom God has entrusted much, God will demand much more from them. 

‘| have come to set fire τὸ the earth, and what do | want, if it is already kindled? 
[or: “how | wish it were already blazing]. [ have a baptism to be baptised with -- 
and how great is my distress until it is accomplished. Do you think that I came to 
give peace on carth? No, I tell you: I came co bring division. For from now on, 
there will be five in a single house, divided chree against rwo and rwo against three; 
father will be divided against son, and son against father, mother against daughrer 
and daughter against mother, mother-in-law against daughter-in-law, and daughter- 
in-law against mother-in-law.’ 

And he said to the crowds, “When you see a cloud arising in the west, 
immediately you say, “A rainstorm is on its way” — and so it curns out. And when 
[you notice] the south wind blowing, you say, “It'll be ἃ scorcher” — and it 
happens. Hypocrites [or: ‘actors’]! You know how to interpret the appearance of 
earth and sky, but you have no idea how to interpret this moment? 

“Why don’t you assess what is right on your own account? When you are going 
co the magistrate with your opponent, while you are cravelling, take che trouble to 
settle with him, in case he drags you to the judge, and the judge hands you over to 
the constable, and the constable flings you into prison. I'm telling you, no way will 
you come out of there, cill you have paid che last penny.’ 


There is some uncomfortable teaching here; some fragments of it 
appear in Marthew, but Luke has made much more of a discourse of 
it. In one way it seems to continue the previous discourse; bur the 
sudden shift ro ‘readiness for the ἐπ᾿ and the change of rone seem 
to justify making a new section of ir. 
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There are one or rwo shocks: 


the idea of the Lord (or Master) putting on his waiter's outhc and 
feeding his own slaves is decidedly unexpected. Perhaps Luke 1s 
trying co stare his afHuent readers; 


the word Lord/Master shifts berween Jesus and the slave-owner in 
an interesting and startling way, alchough when Jesus hearers are 
warned that they'll be placed with ‘unbelievers’ if they are asleep 
when he comes, it is clear that we are not precisely speaking of 
real servants, but of disciples; 


Jesus asks if we chink thae he has come to bring ‘peace on earth’. 
The answer is ‘Yes’, because that is what the angels indicated to 
the shepherds in 2:14; 


¢ even Luke's grammar becomes rather jarring here, bur ic can't be 


done in English. 


On repentance — the parable of the fig tree 


Ac that time some people were there, telling him about the Galileans whose blood 
Pilate had mixed with cheir sacrifices. In reply he said to them, Do you think chat 
these Galileans were worse than all orher Galileans, thac they suffered this? No, | 
tell you: unless you all repent, you will die in a similar way. Or what about the eighteen 
people on whom the tower at Siloam fell and killed them -- do you think that they 
were worse sinners [or: ‘debtors’] chan everyone else who lives in Jerusalem? No, | 
tell you: unless you all repent, you will die in just the same way. 

He told this parable: ‘A person had a fig tree planted in his vineyard, and he 
came looking for fruit on ir, and found none. He told the vinedresser, “Look — it's 
three years I've been coming τὸ look for fruit on chis fig tree and not finding it. So 
cuc it down — why [should] it occupy [the ground] to no purpose?” But he replied, 
“Lord — let it go for chis year too; give me a chance to dig it round and put manure 
on it, and [see] if ic yields Fruit in future... otherwise you can cut it down.”’ 


Luke is che Gospel of repentance, and we have here a story and a 
parable that both emphasise the urgency of repentance. Jesus is cold 
of some of his fellow Galileans who have been butchered by Pilate 
Gust as he will in che end be butchered by Pilate}, and he attacks the 
implied commenc char they deserved it more chan anyone else. 
Then he mentions some Jerusalemites who were killed in an accident, 
and applies a similar interpretation to chem: everyone needs to 
repent, and soon. Then he tells a fig-cree parable, which is possibly 
Luke's version of the difficule story in Mark 11; it also, however, 
echoes the angry parody of a love song in Isaiah 5, about Israel as 
the Lords unfruitful vineyard. Sinners, like fig trees, are given 
another chance — but not indefinitely. 

Luke is also, of course, the journeying Gospel, and che reader will 
notice that once again che rwo terminus points, Galilee and Jerusalem, 
are mentioned; currently Jesus is on his journey from the first co the 
second (although we might be pardoned for thinking here that he 
has already arrived). 
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The cure of a woman, crippled for cighteen years 


1017 He was reaching in one of the synagogues on the Sabbath. And look! A woman wha 


had had a diseased spirit for eighteen years, and was bent over and unable to 
straighten up at all, When he saw her, Jesus addressed her and said, ‘Woman — be 
freed from your disease’; and he laid his hands on her, and immediately she 
straightened up — and she glorified God. The ruler of the synagogue was annoyed 
that Jesus had healed on che Sabbath; and he told the crowd, ‘There are six days 
when [we] have to work: so come and be cured on those days, and not on the 
Sabbath-day.’ 

The Lord answered him, “Hypocrites: doesn’t each of you on che Sabbath untie 
your ox or your ass from the trough and take rhem to drink? But this woman 15 a 
daughter of Abraham, whom -- look! -- Sacan had bound for cighteen years: wasnt 
it necessary for her to be freed from this capuvity on the Sabbath-day?’ 

When he said chis, his opponents were all embarrassed; and the whole crowd 
rejoiced at all che glorious chings that were being done by him. 


This story displays rwo possible reactions to Jesus: the cured woman 
glonfes God, which, as we have already seen, is an appropnate reacuon 
as far as Luke is concerned. The reaction of the synagogue-ruler is 
inappropriate: his target ts Jesus, burt it is the crowds whom he 
addresses, telling chem chat work is forbidden on the Sabbath, even 
though it is not ἐξ who have been working. Jesus’ response is 
stern, and aimed more widely chan ar just che ruler, since it is 
addressed τὸ ‘hypocrites’ in the plural. Once again the batclelines are 
drawn, and at the end of the story we see rwo possible reactions to 
Jesus: either embarrassment or rejoicing at glorious things. 


Two parables (one male, one female) and a “Lucan summary’ 
And so he said, “Whar is the kingdom of God like, and to what shall | compare it? 


Ic is like a gratn of mustard, which a man cook and threw into his garden; and tr 
grew and turned into a tree, and “che birds of heaven lived in its branches”. 

And again he said, “What shall 1 compare the kingdom of God to? It is like a 
leaven which a woman took and hid in three measures of four uncil it was all 
leavened.’ 

And he was journeying through cities and villages, teaching, and making a 
journey to Jerusalem. 


Luke often balances his references to men and to women, indicating 
that the gospel is for all humanity; so here we have a male gardener 
and a baker woman standing as icons of God. The ‘and so with 
which the first parable opens may suggest that it is linked with the 
preceding rejection in the synagogue: che man’s gesture of ‘throwing 
the grain of mustard into the garden feels more like rejection, less 
like serious gardening. Eicher way, che point of the story lies in the 
restless power of God, which is also presente in che ‘journey’ motif of 
the ‘Lucan summary’ which ties the cwo parables together. 


The quoration about che ‘birds of heaven’ comes from Psalm 13:12. 
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The difficulty of getting into the kingdom of God 


Someone said co him, ‘Lord, is it [just a] few who are being saved?’ He said to 
them, “Keep struggling to go in through the narrow gate, because, I tell you, many 
will try τὸ pet in, and wont manage it, once the master of che house has got up and 
locked the door. And you'll begin to stand outside and knock on the door saying, 
“Lord, open up for us”; and he'll answer you, “I don’t know where you people 
come from.” Then you'll srart saying, “We ace and drank in your presence, and you 
taughe in our streets.” And he'll tel! you, “I don’t know where you come from: 
Depart from me, all you doers of evil.” 

‘Then there will be weeping and gnashing of teeth, when you see Abraham, Isaac 
and Jacob and all the prophets in the kingdom of God, and you people thrown 
outside. They'll come from east and west, and from narth and south. And see — the 
ones who are going to be first are [now] last; and the ones who are going to be last 
are [now] first.’ 


The whole of Chapter 13 has sin and rejection as its deepest cheme. 
Here our attention is more explicitly on who gets into the kingdom. 
For the firse time this ‘universal gospel’ speaks of the inclusion of the 
Genules, and the concamirant exclusion of some of those who 
think they have an auromatic right of entry. This is not necessarily 
addressed only to Jesus’ Jewish hearers; Luke may also have the over- 
comfortable members of his church in view. Nouce how an 
individual’s question at the beginning provokes an address to a 
wider audience: ‘he said τὸ them’. This is noc the first time chat we 
have seen this technique in Luke's Gospel. 
‘Depart from me, all you doers of evil’ comes from Psalm 6:8. 


Pharisees, Herod, Jerusalem 


At that moment, some Pharisees came up and said to him, “Get out, and journey 
away from here, because Herod is wanting to kill you. And he said to them, “Go 
[‘journey’, of course] and tell chat fox: “See, | am expelling demons and performing 
healings today and tomorrow, and on the third day I am being consummated.” But 
today and romorrow and the next day | mst journey, because it is not possible for 
a prophet to die outside Jerusalem. 

‘Jerusalem, Jerusalem, she who kills the prophets, and stones those who are sent 
to her, how often did I want to gather your children, like a bird gathers her young 
under her wings, and you didn’t want it. Look — your house is abandoned. I tell 
you, you won’ see me until you say, “Blessed is the one who comes in the Lord's 


ἘΠῚ 


name. 


The ‘journeying’ theme is to the fore here, and it is made clearer 
than at any poine in the Gospel so far chat the journey must end in 
death: see the references here to ‘consummated’ (like che ‘exodus’ at 
the Transhguration, it must be Jesus’ Death and Resurrection), to 
dying in Jerusalem, and to killing the prophets. Once again there is 
the theme of rejection, symbolised by Herod, clearly, and by Jerusalem, 
and perhaps also by the Pharisees, who are on the face of it trying to 
help Jesus, but a) cheir advice would mean interrupting his journey, 
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b) Jesus assumes chat they are in regular conract with Herod, and ¢) 
all references to them thus far in the Gospel have led us to expect 
the worst. Notice the characteristic ‘I psust journcy’: che ward ‘must 
is only chree letters in Greek, but it punches well above its weight in 
Luke-Acts. 

Jesus’ reference to chem saying ‘Blessed is the one who comes... 
refers, of course, τὸ his arrival in Jerusalem. See how Luke always 
gently reminds us of where the journcy is headed. 


The fifth ‘disastrous dinner party’ 
14" And it happened as he was going into the house of one of the rulers of the 
Pharisees on a Sabbath to ear bread: and they were watching him carefully. 

And look! A man suffering from dropsy was before him; and in response Jesus 
said to the lawyers and Pharisees, ‘Is it permitted to heal on the Sabbath or not?’ 
They were silent. And he took him and healed him and let him go; and he said τὸ 
them, ‘If one of you has a son or an ox fall into a well, won't he immediately pull 
him out on the Sabbath-day?’ And they couldn't manage any answer in response 
to this. 

He told his fellow guests a parable, as he noticed how they chose the top places, 
saying to them, ‘When someone invires you to a wedding, don't lie down in the 
top place, in case someone more honoured than you may have been invited by 
him; and when he arrives, the one who invited both you and him will tell you, 
“Give way to this man,” and then you'll be embarrassed, and will start to occupy 
the bottom place! No -- when you're invited, go [‘joumey’, once more] and lie 
down in the bottom place, so chat when the person who invited you comes he can 
tell you, “Friend, come up higher.” Then you'll have glory in the presence of all 
those who are lying down with you. Because everyone who exalts themselves will 
be humbled, and those who humble themselves will be exalted.’ 

And he said to the one who had invited him, ‘When you hold a breakfast or 
supper party, dont go inviting your friends or your brothers and sisters or your 
kinsfolk or your affluent neighbours; you don't want them to invite you in return, 
so that it becomes “tit-for-tat”. No — when you have a party, invite poor people, 
crippled peaple, lame and blind. And you'll be blessed, because they have no way 
of giving you “tit-for-tat”: your reward will come at the Resurrection of the dead. 

One of his fellow guests, when he heard this, said, “Blessed is the one who eats 
bread in the kingdom of God.’ 

He said to him, ‘A certain person was having a big party; and he invited many 
people. And he sent his slave at che time for the party, to tell the people wha had 
been invited: “Come along, because it’s ready now.” And with one voice they all 
started τὸ make excuses. The first one told him, “I've bought a farm, and I really 
have to go out and see it. Please, count me excused.” And another one said, “I've 
purchased five pair of oxen, and I am going [‘journeying’] to try them our. Please, 
count me excused.” And another one said, “I have married a wife; and for that 
reason | cant come.” 

‘The slave arrived and recounted all chis to his lord. Then the householder was 
furious, and cold his slave, “Quick — go out into the streets and alleys of the ciry; 
and bring here the poor and crippled and blind and lame.” 
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‘The slave said, “Lord, what you commanded has been done — and there is still 
room.” And the lord said to the slave, “Go out to the roads and hedges, and force 
them τὸ come in, that my house may be filled. For I’m telling you people char none 
of chose men who were invired will taste my meal.” ’ 


This ‘dinner party’ is, of course, a complete disaster. As a matter of 
fact, the ‘dinner’ is just a loose setting that Luke provides for some 
very stark teaching on Jesus’ part; as Luke tells it, we have to admit, 
Jesus undoubtedly started it, and he directs his fire absolutely every- 
where: at the lawyers and Pharisees (who mean trouble, we know; 
bur they haven't actually said anything ar this point), at his fellow 
guests, at his host, and even at someone who makes a pious remark 
about eating in the kingdom of God. 

The ‘parable’ about choosing the bottom place sounds remarkably 
pragmatic (better τὸ be summoned upwards chan booted downwards) 
— or perhaps Luke is sniping at wealthy Christians? Certainly there 
is humour in the story, and we should read it wich something of a 
smile. 

The host is told he’s invited the wrong people. He should instead 
have invited the ritually impure {see Leviticus 21:18-20 for 
something like this list), as indeed the householder eventually does 
in the parable of the banquet, even chough at least one of the invited 
guests had a scripturally warranted excuse (see Deuteronomy 24:5; 
20:6). 

One attractive feature of this passage is that che man with dropsy 
forms a Lucan pair with che woman in the previous chapret. 


Be serious about discipleship: exhortation to the journeying crowd 


Many crowds were journeying with him, and he curned and said τὸ chem, ‘If 
someone comes to me and fails to hate their father and their mocher and cheir wife 
and their children and their brothers and their sisters — yes, and even their own life 
-- they cannot be my disciple. Whoever does not carry their own cross and come 
after me, can’t be my disciple. 

‘For which of you who wants co build a cower, doesn’t first sic down and calculate 
the expense, to see if chey have sufficient to complete it? [This is] so as not to have 
all che spectators/onlookers start to make fun of him, if he lays che foundation and 
doesn't have the resources to Anish it off: “This fellow began to build, and didn't 
have the resources to Anish it off.” 

‘Or what monarch, journeying to engage in war with another monarch, will not 
first sit down and consider if he is able, with ten thousand [troops], to encounter 
the one who is coming at him wich rwenry thousand [troops]. And if he cant, then 
while rhe other monarch is still a long way off, he sends an embassy and asks for 
negotiations for peace. 

‘In just the same way, any of you who does not say farewell co all cheir 
possessions cannot be my disciple. 

‘To sum up: salt is good; bur if che salt loses its sharpness, how will it be 
seasoned? It's no good for the soil or for the dunghill — it’s thrown out. 

‘Let them hear who have ears to hear.’ 
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These are uncomfortable words, Luke's {and Jesus’) view of 
discipleship is decidedly stark. Once again we notice ‘journeying’ 
and Jesus attentive ‘curning’. We cannot help being struck by the 
scrong language of ‘hacing’ che various members of one's family. We 
have all done that occasionally, of course; but what is meanc here is 
the quite radical detachment that the two sets of brathers showed in 
Chapter 5, verse 11, and which is expressed in this passage as ‘say 
farewell to al] your possessions’. 

The ewo parables, of the tower builder and the militant monarch, 
likewise express the importance of knowing whar you are about, in 
terms of the experience of Jesus hearers, who may have reflected 
thac only in the previous chapter chey had heard of a tower that was 
not especially well built, and fell down! 


Jesus’ Terrible Friends: An Introduction, and Three Stories 
(15:1-32) 
Introduction 


And they were getting close to him, all che tax collectors and sinners: [they 
wanted] τὸ listen τὸ him. And the Pharisees and the scribes grumbled, “This fellow 
gives hospitality to sinners — and eats with them! 


Christians have consistently piven ‘scribes and Pharisees a bad press: 
but it is important to remember what they were abour. The Pharisees 
were a lay organisation, who wanted τὸ create an Isracl to which 
the Messiah might come. To that end, they applied the Levitical 
laws of purity (intended for the priestly caste) co themselves; in 
paracular, they aspired to a pure ‘table fellowship’ — so that the 
Messiah might join them at their meals. Imagine their shock and 
horror when they saw Jesus, who was in some eespevts very close to 
them, associating with such absolutely disreputable people. But 
Jesus’ ‘terrible friends were part of his message, that the kingdom of 
God is open to absolutely everybody. Including, of course, scribes 
and Pharisees, if they are open τὸ God's love. That is the context of 
the three lovely stories thac make up this chapter. 


A man rejoices at getting his sheep back 

And he told them this parable: “Suppose one of you has a hundred sheep, and loses 
one of them — wont he leave che [other] ninety-nine in the desert, and go 
journeying after che Jost one cill he finds it? And when he finds it, in his delight he 
puts it on his shoulders; and when he gets home, he summons his friends and 
neighbours, saying to them: “[Come and] rejoice with me, because | have found 
my lost sheep.” I'm celling you, chats how much joy there'll be in heaven over a 
single sinner who repens, as opposed to ninety-nine righteous ones who see no 
need for repentance.’ 
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This is an enormously challenging story. Remember the context in 
which it is told, of complaints that Jesus’ friends were ποῖ religiously 
respectable (like the shepherds back in Chapter 2). Jesus answer is 
that chis is the way that God behaves. No shepherd wich half an eye 
on the bottom line would do anything as unwise as what is suggested 
here, nor would he carry the miscreanct home: sheep have twice as 
many legs as human beings, and are not designed to be carried, The 
point is chat God behaves in τῇδε irrational way, because God loves 
all human beings, including, of course, the ‘tax collectors and 
sinners’ who flocked so enthusiastically to Jesus. 


A woman celebrates with her girlfriends when she recovers her 
housekeeping money 


‘Or think of a woman who has ten drachmas: if she loses one drachma, wont she 
light a lamp and sweep the house, and hunt carefully until she finds it? And when 
she finds it, she summons her women friends and neighbours, saying, “[Come 
and] rejoice with me, because J have found the drachma char [ had lost.” I'm telling 
you, that’s how much joy there'll be among the angels of God, over one sinner who 
repents. 


The previous story, of the sheep thac was lost, appears also in 
Matthew's Gospel (18:12-14)}, where ir is a cale abouc looking after 
members of the Christian body who go astray. Luke has curned it 
into a story of God’s joy over sinners who repent, and has then 
hammered the paint home by adding a story where God ts presented 
as a woman who loses some of her precious (and pitifully small) 
housekeeping allowance and likewise throws a party. Luke repears 
several of the same phrases (‘summons friends and neighbours, 
‘rejoice with me’, ‘I'm telling you, that's how much joy there'll be’) 
to emphasise that it is the same God we are talking about. So this is 
not only yer another story about repentance and forgiveness in 
Luke, bur also yer anocher ‘Lucan pairing’. 


A scapeprace son is welcomed home -- with a party! 


He said, ‘A certain person had two sons. And the younger of them said to his 
father, “Father, give me the portion of the property that falls to me.” And he 
divided his life between chem. Not many days later, the younger [son] gathered 
everything together and went abroad co a distant country; and there he squandered 
his property by living extravagantly. 

‘When he had spent the lot, a serious famine occurred throughout the country; 
and for the first time he was without resources, and so he went [‘journeyed’] and 
joined one of the citizens of that country; and he sent him into the fields, to feed 
pigs; and he longed τὸ scuff himself from the carob pods on which the pigs were 
feeding - and no one gave him permission. He came to himself and said, “How 
many of my father's employees have more than enough bread — and here am I, 
dying of hunger! I’Jl get up and journey to my father; and I'll cell him, ‘Father -- 
[ve sinned against God and sinned before you; {'m no longer fit to be called a son 
of yours. Make me like one of your employees.’ ” 
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‘Bur while he was still a long way away, his father saw him, and had compassion 
on him; and he ran and fell on his neck and kissed him. The son said to him, 
“Father — I've sinned against God and sinned before you; I'm no longer fit to be 
called a son of yours...” 

‘The father said to his slaves, “Quick -- bring out the Number Onc robe, and put 
it on him; and give a ring on his hand, and sandals on his feet; and bring the 
fartened calf, and kill it, and let's have a banquet and celebrate, because this son of 
mune was a corpse — and he has come alive again; he was Jost, and has been found.” 
And chey began to celebrate. 

“Now che elder son was in the field; and as he came nearer the house, he heard 
music and dancing. And he summoned one of the servants and asked what this 
was all about. He said, “Your brother has arrived, and your father has killed the 
fattened calf, because he pot him back safe and sound.” 

‘He was furious, and refused to go in. His father came out and started pleading 
with him. Buc he replied to his father, “Look! For so many years I've been slaving 
for you, and never disobeyed your commandment, and you never even gave mea 
goat to have a party with my friends. But when this son of yours comes, who ate 
up your life with prostitutes, you killed che fattened calf for him!” 

‘But he said to him, “Child, you're always wich me, and everything that's mine is 
yours. We Aad to celebrate and rejoice, because this brocher of yours was a corpse -- 
and he is alive; and lost, and has been found.” ' 


When Rembrandt painted this most famous of all Lucan parables, 
he portrayed the father wich his arms round the son: the left hand is 
chat of a man, and the right hand that of a woman. The artist had 
spotted char the parent in this parable is boch father and mother. 

[t is an extraordinary story. The younger son is brutally rude and 
arrogant to his father, who is astonishingly docile. There ts nothing 
at all to be said for the young man, excepe that he decides to go home. 
Even the employment he finds, in a not wholly satisfactory actempt 
to stave off hunger, is horrifying to Jewish ears: looking after pigs. 
Set chat against the behaviour of the father, who was actually on the 
look-out, then can τὸ his son and kissed him and with every possible 
external attention restored to him his lost status as ‘a son of mine’ ~ 
and chen, as in che cwo previous stories, the party begins. 

The story should have ended there, but chat would mean leaving 
unanswered the complaints that started the chapter. They are now 
personified in che steaming, sulking, loitering-outside gure of the 
elder brocher. There are some hints that he may stand for che Jewish 
authorities who were opposed to Jesus indiscriminate hospitality. 
This ill-tempered elder son has apparently also forgorten that his 
facher had given him half of his ‘life’. He speaks of noc disobeying 
‘the commandment: and father and son play the same game as 
Moses and God in Exodus 32:7, 11 at the time of the Golden Calf, 
where God and Moses cach speak to che other of ‘your people’. In 
just the same way the elder brother speaks of ‘this son of yours’ (like 
che lawyer at 10:37 and Martha at 10:40, he can't bear to give him a 
name), and God replies with ‘this brother of yours’. The Golden 
Calf story is also alluded co in the mention of ‘music and dancing 
chat had so annoyed τῆς elder brother (see Exodus 32:19). 
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With supreme artistry, Luke does not say whether or noc the elder 
brother went in to the party. That is for you, the reader, to decide. 


The steward whom the Lord praised 


16'° He also said to his disciples, “There was a certain wealthy man who had a steward. 


1 16 


Now chis steward had been charged with squandering his possessions, and he 
called him and said to him, “What's chis 1 hear about you? Give an account of your 
stewardship, because you can no longer be a steward.” 

‘The steward said to himself, “What am I τὸ do, seeing that my Lord is taking 
away my stewardship from me? | don’t have the strength to dig, and I’m [too] 
embarrassed to beg .. . ἢ know what I'll do, so that when I’m removed from the 
stewardship they'll give me hospitaliry in their houses.” And he summoned each of 
his Lord’s debtors; and he said co the frst one, “How much do you owe my Lord?” 
And he said, “A thousand gallons of olive oil.” He said to him, “Take your documents, 
sit down, and quickly write five hundred.” Then to the next one he said, “What 
about you? How much do you owe?” He said, “Ten thousand gallons of wheat.” 
He says τὸ him, “Take your documents, and write eight thousand.” And the Lord 
praised the steward for his unrighteousness [or: ‘praised the unjust steward’], because 
he had acted prudently. Because the children of this world are more prudent than 
the children of light with regard to their own generation. And ['m telling you, 
make yourselves friends of the Mammon of [niquity [or: ‘unjust wealth’), so thar 
when it runs out you may be given hospitality in the eternal tents.’ 


Like its predecessor, this is a deeply subversive story, challenging us 
to look ae the world wich fresh eyes. The man who was wealthy enough 
to have a steward (lke some of Luke's intended audience, perhaps} 
is certainly not the hero of the story. If there must be a hero, chen 
the only candidate is che steward, who is charged (perhaps falsely) 
with squandering his master’s possessions, and who ts dismissed 
without being permitted to offer his version of events, and who 
shows such a ready wit in organising allies for himself. 

There are two other points to give salt to our reading of the story. 
First, the word that I have cranslated and capitalised as ‘Lord’ could 
mean no more than the ‘master’ of the steward; burt it is possible to 
read the story as meaning chat Jesus praised che unjust steward’, 
which would be subversive indeed (it is bad enough if it is the steward’s 
master}, 

Second, the conclusion of the story, ‘make yourselves friends of the 
Mammon of Iniquity, so that when ic (what?) runs out you may be 
given hospitality in the eternal tents’, leaves the reader in a moral 
fog: is it a joke? a piece of practical advice? irony? 

Now try fitting all that co the teaching that follows. 


Loosely connected sayings, some of them concerning moncy 


“The one who 1s reliable on the tiniest matter, is also reliable on a big issue; che one 
who is dishonest on the tiniest matter is also dishonest on a big issue. So — if you 
are not reliable in regard to dishonest wealth [or: ‘unjust mammon’] — who's going 
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to entrust you with the real thing? And if you are not reliable on other people's 
affairs, who's going to give you what is your own? 

‘No servant can be a slave to cwo lords; for either he'll hate the one and love the 
other, or he'll be devoted to the one and look down his nose at the other. You cant 
serve God and Money.’ 

The Pharisees (being lovers of money) heard all of this, and they scoffed at him. 
And he said to them, ‘You're the ones who justify yourselves before human beings 
— but Ged knows your hearts; because what human beings regard as top priority is 
an abomination to God.’ 

‘The Law and the Prophets went up to John; but from chen on, the good news 
of the kingdom is being proclaimed, and everyone forces their way into it [or: 
‘suffers violence’). But it is easier for heaven and earth to pass away than for a single 
serif [on a single letter] of the Law to fail. 

‘Every man who divorces his wife and marries another one commits adultery; 
and the man who marries 2 woman who is divorced from her husband also commits 


adultery.’ 


It is not easy to know what τὸ say abour these, hard to link them 
adequately. The first evo sound as though they might be continuing 
the story of τῆς steward: in both of them Jesus speaks of money/ 
Mammon, bur not in quite the ironic way that the story had led us 
to expect. The injunction to be reliable about other people's affairs 
is precisely what the steward disobeyed; and as for not being able τὸ 
serve two masters, that seems to be precisely what the steward 
adroitly did! Luke's church must have listened uncomfartably to all 
this; buc it is hard τὸ see how ic all fits. 

The next paragraph charges the Pharisees (nor at all justly) with 
being lovers of money; and it is certainly as subversive as the rest of 
the teaching. Then comes the mysterious saying abour the kingdom 
of (τοῦ and violence: is it a good thing that people force their way 
in, or a bad thing chat it suffers violence? Finally comes a character- 
istically strong statement from Jesus on divorce, in which the rights 
of the woman are firmly upheld. 

All of which leads into yet another of Luke's subversive stories. 


The wealthy man who went to hell 


A certain man was wealthy; he wore purple and linen, and he had sumptuous 
feasts every day. 

‘But a poor man called Lazarus was Aung down at his gateway, covered with 
sores. And he wanted τὸ fill himself on whae fell from the rich man’s table. Instead, 
the dogs came and licked his sores! 

‘Te turned out that the poor man died, and was carried by the angels into τῆς 
bosom of Abraham. The rich man died and was buried. And, in hell, he lifted up 
his eyes, since he was in torment; he sees Abraham a long way off, and Lazarus in 
his bosom. And he called him and said, “Father Abraham, have mercy on me, and 
send Lazarus to dip the tip of his finger in water and cool off my tongue, because 
I'm in pain in this flame.” But Abraham said, “Child -- remember that you received 
good things during your life; and similarly Lazarus got bad things. Now he's being 
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comforted here, and you're in pain. And, as if all that were not enough, between us 
and vou there's a huge chasm established, so that people who want to cross over 
from here τὸ you can't, nor do they make the crossing from there to us.” Bur he 
said, “So I'm asking you, Father, to send him to my father's house (you see, I've got 
five brothers), to warn them not τὸ come into this torture chamber.” Abraham 
says, “They have Moses and the prophets — let them fisten to therm.” He said, “No, 
Father Abraham: if someone journeys to them from the dead, they'll repenc.” He 
said to him, “If chey don't listen to Moses and the prophets, they wont be 
convinced even if someone were to rise from the dead.” * 


This is another thoroughly subversive story. As soon as we read of 
the (unnamed) rich man’s clothing and parties, we know there'll be 
trouble, Lazarus (whose name means ‘God has helped’), by contrast, 
is piven a name, and his sufferings are described in unpleasant detail. 
Then comes a sudden reversal, Lazarus can't afford a funeral, so ts 
instead transported straight to Abraham's bosom. The rich man, on 
the other hand is buried properly, and Luke assumes as a matter of 
course that he goes to hell. He has not learne his lesson, however, 
and some delightfully lively dialogue shows that he is. still 
imperiously inclined (giving indirect orders to Lazarus), while Abraharn 
carefully explains the facts of life. Abraham calls him ‘child’, as the 
Father did the Elder Brother in Chapter 15; this is perhaps picked 
up in the το senses of ‘father’ (‘Father Abraham’ and ‘my father’s 
house’), reminding us of a similar ambiguiry about che word at 
2:48-49. But the verdict is irresistible, and we tremble as we read. 


Instructions to disciples 


17..." He said τὸ his disciples, ‘It is impossible τῆλε scandals should not come. But woe 
to the one through whom they come. It is better for chat person to have a 
millstone round their neck and be hurled into the sea, than chat they scandalise 
one of these little ones. Mind yourselves! 

‘If your fellow Christian commits a sin, rebuke them; and if they repent, forgive 
them. And if chey commit a sin against you seven times a day, and seven times 
come back co you saying 1 repent’, you will forgive them. 

And the apostles said to the Lord, ‘Increase our faith.’ The Lord said, ‘If you 
have faith like a mustard seed, you would say to this mulberry cree, “Be uprooted 
and plant yourself in the sea,” and it would obey you. 

‘Suppose one of you has a slave ploughing or looking after the sheep, are you 
going to tell him, when he comes in from the feld, “Come along right away, and 
lie down [for a meal]"? No — wont you tell him, “Make something for me co ear; 
put your livery on and wait on me while I eat and drink — and you can eat after 
that!”? Do you t#ank the slave because he did what was ordered? It’s just the same 
with you people: when you've done everything that you were ordered, [just] say, 
“We are unprohtable slaves -- we have done [only] what we ought to have done.” ’ 


These instructions, except for the last paragraph about che 
treatment of slaves which may have been directed ac Luke's affluent 


audience, are found in Chapter 18 of Matthew, alchough not in 
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quste che same order (this may be because of Marthew's tidy mind). 
And Luke charactenistically adds an emphasis on ‘repentance and 
forgiveness’. The ‘uprooting of the fig tree’ is in Mark (9:24), where 
it is in fact a mounrain that is uprooted; perhaps Luke has 
combined this with the ‘cursing of the fig tree’ (Mark 11:12-14), 
which he does not include. 


A ‘Lucan summary’ and a grateful Samaritan 
And ic happened as [he was] journeying to Jerusalem, that he himself was proceeding 
through the middle of [or: through the borders of] Samaria and Galilee. 

And as he was entering a village, ten leper men met him; they stood far away, 
and raised their voices to him, ‘Jesus, master, take picy on us.’ He saw them and 
said to them, ‘Go [‘journey’], and show yourselves to the priests.” And it turned out 
that as they were on their way, they were made clean! 

Now one of them, when he saw that he had been cured, came back, glorifying 
God in a loud voice; and he fell on his face at his feet. And he was a Samaritan! 
Jesus responded, ‘Weren't [all] ten made clean? The [other] nine — where [have they 
gonc|? Were none co be found returning to give glory to God, except this 
foreigner? And he said τὸ him, ‘Up you get -- continue your journey. Your faich has 
saved you. 


The ‘Lucan summary’ characteristically reminds us of the journey, 
and its (slightly confusing?) Jandmarks of Samaria and Galilee. The 
next story also continues the ‘journcying theme: the lepers are told 
to ‘journey’ (as is the grateful onc). And there are other points at 
which we can detect che hand of Luke: che Samarican ex-leper glorifies 
God, like the shepherds in Chapter 2. And the fact that he is a non- 
Jew, and, worse, a Samaritan, emphasises Luke's sense of the gospel 
moving out from its Jewish base to include ‘everyone. 


What about the end-time? 


When he was asked by the Pharisees, “When is the kingdom of God coming?, he 
replied to chem, ‘The kingdom of God doesnt come with close observation. And 
they won't say “Look -- here [it is],” or “There [it is}.” For look! The kingdom of 
God is right inside you! 

And he said to his disciples, ‘Days will come when you will long to see one of the 
days of the Son of Man ~ and you wont see it. And they'll tell you, “Look — there 
(it is], look — here [ic is].” Don't go off in pursuit. For as lightning when it flashes 
lights from one end of the horizon to the other, so will the Son af Man be in his 
day. First, however, it is necessary for him co suffer much, and to be rejected by this 
generation. And as it happened in Noah's days, so it will be in the days of the Son 
of Man. They were eating, they were drinking, they were marrying and they were 
getting married -- night up τὸ the day when Noah went on board his Ark. Then che 
deluge came, and destroyed every one of them. Just like it happened in Lot's days: 
they were cating, they were drinking, chey were buying, they were selling, they 
were planting, they were building. Buc on the day when Lor went out of Sodom, 
(the Lord] rained fire and sulphur from heaven, and destroyed every one of chem. 
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So ic will be on the day when the Son of Man is revealed. On chat day, if someone 
is on the rooftop, and their belongings are in che house, they should not go down 
to fetch them. Similarly, someone who is in the field shouldn't come back. 
Remember Lot’s wife. You see, everyone who looks co preserve their life will lose it, 
while everyone who [is prepared to} lose their life will revive it. I'm telling you: on 
that night, there'll be cwo people in one bed: one wil be taken, and the other left. 
And there will be revo women prinding in che same place; one will be taken, and 
the other lef.’ 

They replied, ‘Where, Lord?’ He said to them, “Where the body is, there che 


vulcures will gather coo.’ 


The material gathered together here is found elsewhere, mainly in 
Matthew 24, but also in Mark 13; in chose Gospels, however, it 
comes nearer to the end. The one exception is the introductory verses, 
the exchange between Jesus and Pharisees. We have learnt in our 
reading that for Luke Pharisees mean trouble. 

The disciples’ question, ‘Where, Lord?’, is undeniably puzzling — 
but the answer is not particularly enlightening. Perhaps we should 
realise chat we are dealing wich the unknown. 


Two Lucan parables on prayer 


He told chem a parable abour che need to pray all che time, and not give up. He 
said, ‘A particular magistrate in a particular ciry had no respect for God, and no 
regard for human beings. Now there was a widow in chat city; and she kept coming 
to him and saying, “Give me justice against my opponent.” And for a time he 
refused. Later, chough, he said to himself, “Perhaps | don’t respect God, and have 
no regard for human beings -- but because this widow is pestering me, I'll give her 
justice. Otherwise she'll end up by coming and piving me a black eye!” Do you 
think that God wont bring about justice (or: vindication] for his elect who shout 
to him day and night, even though he is slow in dealing with them? I'm telling you 
— he'll quickly bring about justice for chem. Nevertheless, when the Son of Man 
comes, wil] he find faith on earth?’ 

He also cold chis parable to some people who crusted in their own righteousness, 
and were contemptuous of everyone else: 

‘Two people went up into the Temple to pray. One was a Pharisee, and the other 
was a cax collector. The Pharisee stood and prayed to himself as follows: “God, I 
give you thanks chat I’m nor like the resc of humanicy: thieves, dishonest [or: 
unrighteous/unjust}, adulterers — or like this fellow, the tax collector. [ fast cwice a 
week; I give away a tench of everything I possess.” 

“The tax collector, on che other hand, stood a long way off; he didn’t even dare 
lift up his eyes co heaven. Instead, he beat his breast, and said, “God, be merciful to 
me, the Sinner.” I’m telling you, he's the one who went to his house counted-as- 
righteous, not the other one. Because everyone who lifts themselves up will be put 
down; but thase who put chemselves down will be lifted up.’ 


These two parables are only found in Luke's Gospel. Boch of them 
(rather unusually) are given headings, so that the reader knows what 
they are about. Both of chem have to do with prayer, and both of 
them make use of a whole series of words connected with righteous- 
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ness and justice: the word for opponent could nearly be translated 
‘the one who ts against the righteous’. They are both good stories, 
memorably told and wich a touch of humour (che widow's threat of 
a black eye, the Pharisee’s tedious catalogue of his virtues); we can 
feel Luke's artistry at work here. The words for ‘justice’ and far 
‘opponent both have the same root here. 


Jesus and babies 


They cried to bring babies to him also, for him to touch them. The disciples saw, 
and rebuked them. Jesus, however, called the babies to him and said, ‘Let the little 
children come co me, and don't get in their way. You see, the kingdom of God 
consists of people like chis. Amen I tell you, whoever doesn't accept the kingdom of 
God like a little child, no way will they get into it.’ 


This charming story is also in Mark 10:13-16 and Matthew 19:13- 
15, except chat Luke has omitted the detatl thar Jesus ‘took them in 
his arms, laid his hands on them and blessed them’. 


An affluent ruler asks about inheriting eternal Life 


And a certain ruler asked him, ‘Good teacher, what am | to do to inherit eternal 
life?" 

Jesus said to him, ‘Why do you say chat | am good? No one is good except One 
— namely God. You know the commandments: “Thou shalt not commit adultery; 
thou shale noc hall; chou shale not steal; chou shalt not bear false witness; honour 
thy father and mother.”’ But he said, ‘I've kept all of these since my youth.” When 
Jesus heard [this], he said to him, ‘You still lack one thing: whatever you have, sell 
it, and distribute [the money) to the poor, and you'll have treasure in heaven. And, 
here, follow me.” When he heard this, he became very sad. You see, he was extremely 
affluent. 

When Jesus saw him getting so very sad, he said, ‘How difficult it is for those 
who have possessions to journey into the kingdom of God! For it is easter for a 
camel to go in chrough the eye of a needle chan for someone who is affluent to go 
inco the kingdom of God. 

Those who heard [this] said, ‘In chat case, who can be saved?’ He said, ‘Things 
that are impossible for human beings are possible for God.’ 

Peter said, ‘Look! We've abandoned our own and followed you.’ He told them, 
‘Amen | cell you — there’s no one who has left house or wife or brothers or parents 
or children, for the sake of the kingdom of God who doesn't receive many times 
over in this [present} age, and in the age that is coming, life eternal. 


This episode is also in Mark and Matthew; Luke has tidied up what 
he found in Mark, and perhaps also emphasised the detachment 
that disciples require, and che dangers of affluence (writing, perhaps, 
for a wealthy congregation); but otherwise he leaves it much as he 
found it, except that he curns Jesus’ interrogator into a ‘ruler. We 
also notice that che question put to him by the muler is identical τὸ 
that on the lips of the lawyer who was rewarded with the dis- 
concerting parable of the Good Samaritan. 
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Jesus warns the Twelve about what will happen at the end of the journey 


'4 Ης rook the Twelve with him and said co them, ‘Look -- were going up to 
Jerusalem; and everything written through the prophets will be accomplished for 
the Son of Man: he'll be handed over to the Gentiles, and be ridiculed, and 
insulted, and spat upon. And they'll flog him and then kill him -- and on the third 
day he'll rise again.’ And they didn’t understand any of this — and the matter [or: 
‘word'] was hidden from them; and they couldn't grasp whac was being said. 


This is the third Passion prediction (see 9:22; 9:44), though Luke 
makes much less of them than Mark does (see Mark 10:32-34}. The 
attentive reader will note rwo changes that are characteristic of 
Luke. First, the prediction is narrowed to just ‘the Twelve’, and, 
second, there is his typical emphasis on fulfilling prophecy. It is 
Luke's way of saying thac God is in charge. Luke also omits the 
disciples blunder. 


A blind man near Jericho gets his sight hack 


43 Te happened as he drew near to Jericho a blind person was sitting begging beside 
the way. He heard a crowd journeying through, and asked what it was. They told 
him, ‘Jesus the Nazarene is passing by. And he shouted, ‘Jesus, Son of David, have 
piry on me!’ And the people in front told him sharply to be silent. But he cried out 
all the more, ‘Son of David, have piry on me!’ Jesus stopped, and ordered him to 
be brought to him; when he approached, he asked him, “Whar do you want me to 
do?’ He said, “Lord, thar [ may see again. And Jesus said τὸ him, ‘See again. Your 
faith has saved you.’ And straightaway he saw again, and followed him, glorifying 
God. And when chey saw it, the whole populace gave praise to God. 


This story is also in Mark 10:46-52 and Matthew 20:29-34; but 
Luke has made some characteristic changes. Mark sets che story at 
the moment when Jesus departs from Jericho, which is a bit puzzling. 
Luke locates it as part of the ongoing journey up to Jerusalem. He 
emphasises that the crowd was journeying’; he eliminates Mark's 
rather alarming disrobing on che part of the blind man, and 
emphasises the verb ‘see again’. He changes the form of address 
from Rabbouni to Kyrie, and (how many times have we heard chis 
phrase?) has the beggar ‘glorifying God, and the ‘populace’ giving 
praise to God. 

Also characteristic of Luke is the fact that che blind man’s 
persistence gets him what he wants; and of course we remember that 
‘sight for che blind’ was part of Jesus’ ‘mission-statemenc at Nazareth, 
back in 4:18. 


Zacchaeus of Jericho 


19. And he entered and passed through Jericho. And look! A man called Zacchaeus; 
and he was a head tax collector; and he was affluent. And he was trying to see Jesus 
(‘which one is he?’}; and he couldnt, because of the crowd, because he was small in 
stature. And he ran on ahead, and went up a sycamore tree to see him, because he 
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was going to pass by it. And when he got to the spor, Jesus looked up and said to 
him ‘Zacchaeus! Quick -- down you come: because today | must stay in your 
house.’ And he came down in a hurry, and joyfully gave him hospitality. And they 
al] saw it, and complained, “He's gone in to stay with a man who is a sinner.’ 
Zacchaeus stood there, and said to che Lord, ‘Look, Lord; ['m giving, half of my 
possessions to the poor; and if | have defrauded anyone of anything, I'm giving it 
back fourfold!’ Jesus said to him, ‘Today salvation has come co this house, because 
this man is also a child of Abraham; you see, the Son of Man came to look for the 
lost, and to save them.’ 


This story is only in Luke. As in the previous episode, Luke 
simplifies the introduction in a way chat emphasises the journeying 
theme, The man’s name will give us a clue: it is an abbreviation of 
Zachariah, ‘the Lord has remembered’, so despite the fact that he 
has so much going against him as an ‘affluent tax collector’, we feel 
optimistic abour the outcome of the story. There is che memorable 
detail about Zacchaeus’ lack of height, and the unforgettable 
moment when everyone is looking at him up in che tree, waiting for 
Jesus’ condemnatton, which never comes (though we may imagine 
an eternal pause after Jesus first addresses him). Twice in the passage 
Luke uses his characteristic ‘today’; Zacchaeus hurries, as Mary had 
done in Chapter 1, and his ‘jay’ reminds us that Luke is the Gospel 
of joy. We notice also, as always in Luke, che radical demands of 
hospitality, indicated by Zacchaeus’ more chan generous compen- 
sation for what he has done wrong. It is ‘repentance in action’. 


The parable of the absentee landlord 


As they listened to this, he told another parable, because he was near Jerusalem, 
and they choughe chat the kingdom of God was about to appear straightaway. So 
he said, ‘A certain nobleman journeyed to a distant country, te accept his kingdom 
and return. He summoned his ten slaves, and gave them ten minae, and told them, 
“Do some trading while I'm away.” Now his citizens hated him, and sence an 
embassy after him to say, “We dont wane this man co rule over us.” And it turned 
out, when he returned, having accepted his kingdom, he gave orders for these 
slaves τὸ be called, the ones τὸ whom he had given the money, to find our whar 
they had earned in their trading. The first one came and said, “Lord — your mina 
has yielded ten minae.” And he said to him, “Well done, good slave: because you 
tured out to be faichful on a tiny matter, assume authority over ten cities.” And 
the second one came and said, “Here's your mina, Lord: it’s made five minae.” He 
told this one also, “You, too, be in charge of five cities.” And the other one came 
and said, “Lord -- heres your mina. I kept it hidden in ἃ handkerchief, because | 
was afraid of you; you're a severe man — you take up what you didnt put down, and 
you harvest what you didn’t sow.” He said, “Our of your own mouth | condemn 
you, wicked slave. You knew that I'm a severe man, taking up what 1 didnt put 
down and harvesting what 1 didn’t sow — so why didnt you pive my money τὸ a 
bank, so that on my amival [ could have claimed ic with interest?” And he said to 
the bystanders, “Take the mina from him, and give it to che one who has ten 
minae.” And they said to him, “Lord — he [already} has ten minae.” “I cell you, it 
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will be given τὸ everyone who has, and from the one who has not, even whar they 
have will be taken from chem. Burt these enemies of mine who didnt want me to be 
king over them, bring them here and slaughter them in front of me.’ 


This is really a very audacious story. Luke tells us in che intro- 
duction that it's meant τὸ correct misapprehensions about the 
kingdom of God, given that the journey has now almost reached 
Jerusalem. But che king, who is presumably meant to represent 
God, turns out to be a thoroughly unpleasant fellow, with more 
than a passing resemblance to Herod. His subjects loathe him; he 
rewards initiative, buc (on his own admission} he is very severe in 
his dealings with slaves, and is something of a greedy capitalist; and, 
finally, his response to any kind of opposition takes the form of 
public murder. 


The journey ends with the entry into Jerusalem 


And with these words, he continued to journey onwards to Jerusalem. And it 
happened, when he drew near co Bethphage and Bethany, near the mountain 
called ‘OF Olive Trees’, he sent two of the disciples, saying, 'Go into the village 
opposite; when you journey into it you'll find a colt tied, on whom no human 
being has ever sat. Untie it and bring it. And if anyone asks you why you are 
uncying it, you'll say this, “The Lord has need of it.” The ones who had been sent 
went off and found [things] as he had told chem. As they were uncying the colt, its 
masters [or: ‘lords’ -- £yrio:] said to them, ‘Why are you uncying the colt?’ They 
said, ‘The Lord has need of it,’ and they brought it to Jesus, and they chrew their 
garments over the colt and sat Jesus on it. As he journeyed, they spread cheir 
garments underneath him on the road. As he was now drawing near co the slope of 
the Mountain of Olives, the whole crowd of disciples began to rejoice and praise 
God at the cop of their voices, for all the miracles they had seen: ‘Blessed is the 
Coming One, the King in the Lord’s name, in heaven peace and glory in the 
highest places.’ 

And some of the Pharisees in the crowd said to him, “Teacher, speak severely co 
your disciples.’ 

And he answered them, ‘I'm telling you — if they are silent, che stones will cry 
out. 


After a characteristic Lucan summary, with the familiar reference to 
a journey, Luke retains more or less what he found in Mark, but 
makes some typical changes. We notice the interplay between different 
senses of Kyrios/Lord (the owners of the donkey and the Lord), 
which may remind us of a similar ambiguicy about ‘Father’ in 2:48, 
49, Jesus ride on the donkey is described in terms of a journey. We 
also notice how che crowd ‘began to rejoice and praise God’, and 
how their welcoming song quotes Psalm 118. 


Jesus, Jerusalem and the Temple 


And as he drew near, when he saw the city, he wept over it, saying, ‘If [only] you 
also had known on this day the things chat lead to peace; but now it’s hidden from 
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your cyes. Because the day will come on you, and your enemies will throw up an 
earthworks alongside you, and they'll encircle you and hem you in from all sides, 
and they'll dash you to the ground, and your children within you because you 
didn’t know the time of your visitation.’ 

And he went into the Temple; and he started τὸ expel the sellers, telling them. ‘It 
is written: “And my house shall be a house of prayer” - but you've made it a den of 
thieves. 

And he was teaching every day in the Temple. The chief priests and the scribes 
were looking for a way to destroy him -- and so were the Most Important People; 
and they could find nothing to do with him -- because the whole populace hung 
upon his words. 


The ‘things that lead to peace’ echoes 14:32 (the king going out to 
war), and appears in only these two places in the entire New 
Testament. The equivalent verb for the idea of ‘visitation’ ts also in 
Luke 1:68, 78; 7:16. The quotation about ‘my house shall be a 
house of prayer’ is from Isaiah 56:7, and che ‘den of thieves’ is from 
Jeremiah 7:11, Luke has rather oddly (despite his interest in the Gentile 
mission) missed out the reference τὸ the Gentiles in the first of these 
quotations, although Mark has it. Perhaps Luke thought that his 
readers would make the connection. 

The Temple story is introduced by another ‘Lucan summary’: ‘he 
was teaching every day in the Temple’. The ‘Most Important People’ 
(literally ‘first’) might perhaps be a dig at Luke's afluent church. 


The battlelines are drawn: an awkward question and a dangerous 
parable 


And it happened on one of the days, while he was teaching the people in the 
Temple, and giving the good news, the Chief Priest and the scribes came up to 
him, along with che elders; and they spoke, saying to him, ‘Tell us. by whar 
authoriry do you do these things? Or who is it that gives you this authority?” 

He replied to them, ‘Now I'll ask you something. So tell me -- was John’s baptism 
from heaven, or from human beings?’ 

They debated among themselves, ‘If we say “from heaven”, he'll say, “Why did 
you not believe him?”; but if we say “from human beings”, the whole populace will 
stone us to death, for they are convinced that John is a prophet.’ So they replied 
that they didnt know where it was from. And Jesus said to them, ‘And I'm not 
tclling you by what authoriry 1 do these chings.’ 

He started to address rhis parable to the populace: ‘A man planted a vineyard, 
and he leased it out co cultivators, and wen abroad for a considerable time. And at 
the appropriate moment, he sent the cultivators a slave, for chem to give him some 
of the fruit of the vineyard; bur the cultivators beat him and sent him away cmpty- 
handed. And he did it again and sent them a second slave, but they bear him too, 
and when they had dishonoured him they sent him away empry-handed. And he 
did it again and sent them a third slave. And this one too they wounded and flung 
him out. The lord of the vineyard said, “Whar shall 1 do? I'll send my beloved son. 
Perhaps they'll respecte him.” Bue when the cultivators saw him, they discussed [it] 
with one another, “This is the heir = let's kall him, so chat the inheritance may be 


ours.” And they flung him out of the vineyard and killed him. 
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‘So what do you think the lord of the vineyard will do to them? Hell come and 
destroy the cultivarors and give the vineyard to others.’ 

When they heard it, they said, ‘God forbid!’ He looked at them and said, ‘So 
whar is this Scriprure: “The scone which the builders rejected, this is the one chat 
has turned into the cornerstone.” Everyone who falls over that stone will be dashed 
to pieces; but che person on whom it falls, 1¢ will crush him.’ 

And the scribes and the chief priests sought τὸ lay hands on him 31 that moment; 
and yet they were afraid of the people, because chey knew that it was ac them that 
he had spoken this parable. 


The tone of the Gospel is now unmistakably menacing. Luke has 
left this more or less as he found it in Mark (12:1-12), though the 
alert reader may notice how he tidies things up, so that the parable 
(in which Jesus pulls no punches, as he adapts Isaiah 5 co the present 
situation) is told to the ‘populace’, a favourite Lucan word. Luke 
also makes ict clear that it ts Jesus to whom the parable refers, by 


speaking of the ‘beloved son. 


Three attempts to trap Jesus, and Jesus’ adroit responses 


They watched him carefully; and they sent spies, who pretended τὸ be on the right 
side, to seize on something he said, so as to hand him over to the magisterial 
authority of the procurator. And they asked him, “Teacher, we know that you speak 
and teach correcuy, regardless of who you are talking to, but that you truly ceach 
God's way: 15 it allowed for us to pay tribute to Caesar or not?’ 

He however detected their cunning, and said τὸ chem, ‘Show me the denarius — 
whose image and likeness does it have?’ They said, ‘Caesar's’; and he said ro them, 
‘So pay back Caesar's properry to Caesar -- and God's property to God.” 

And they were unable to seize on anything he said, in the presence of the 
populace; and they were stunned by his response and fell silent. 

Some of the Sadducees came up; these peaple deny thac there is a Resurrection; 
and they interrogated him: “Teacher, Moses wrote down for us that “if someone's 
brother dies, and [the brother} was married and childless, his brocher should take 
his wife, and raise up seed for his brother”. So ~ there were seven brothers. Number 
One took a wife, and died childless; and Number Two and then Number Three 
took her, and all seven of them took her, and they died, without ieaving children. 
Ac last the woman died. So — in the “Resurrection”, whose wife does she become? 
(You see, all seven had had her as wife!)’ 

And Jesus said to them, “The sons of this world marry and are given in marriage 
— but chose who are judged worthy of that [other] world, and worthy to reach the 
Resurrection, dont marry or get married; and neither will they die, because being 
children of the Resurrection they are on a par with che angels, and they're children 
of God. But Moses pointed out at the bush chat corpses are raised, when he says, 
“The Lord is che God of Abraham and the God of Isaac and che God of Jacob.” 
But he's not the God of corpses — no, he’s the God of the living, for they're all alive 
to him.’ 

Some of the scribes replied, “Teacher, well said.’ For they didn’t dare interrogate 
him any longer. 

He said to them, How do they say thae the Messiah is David's son? For David 
himself says in the Book of Psalms, 
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“The Lord said to my Lord, 
‘Sat ac my right 

until | make your enemies 

a footstool for your feet.’ ” 


‘So David calls him “Lord”: how, chen, is he his son?’ 

In the hearing of the entite populace, he told his disciples: ‘Beware of the scribes 
who want to go about in long robes; they love being saluted in the public squares, 
and front seats in the synagogues, and top places at banquets. And they make a 
pretence of long prayers. These people will get a much more severe condemnation.’ 


Luke has lefr this more or less as he found it in Mark, except that he 
has shifted the question about the ‘Great Commandment’ back to 
Chapter 10, and placed it on a lawyer's lips; at this point he has 
simply left a couple of traces of it, che scribes’ ‘well said’, and the 
reluctance to press his interrogations any further. He has, too, a 
much briefer version of Matthew's assault (23:1-36) on the scribes 
and Pharisees (alchough you might point our that Luke has already 
said his piece about the Pharisees in | 1:39-44). 

But we can feel the doom pressing in on Jesus, now that his 
journey is over and he has arrived in Jerusalem. 


A destitute widow 


He looked up and saw the people putting their gifts in the Treasury. They were 
affluent; but he also saw a needy widow putting rwo tiny coins in there, and he 
commented, “Truly, I’m telling you, chis poor widow put in more chan all the 
others. You sce, all of these contributed to che gifts from out of their surplus, while 
she contribured to the gifts from out of what she didn't have. She put in all che life 
she had.’ 


Beyond a little bit of tidying, Luke has ποῖ changed very much of 
what he found in Mark 12:41-44; but as we read we need to recall 
that widows pet an especially good press from Luke, and that Luke 
compares the widow to the Father of 15:12, who ‘divided his life’. 
Luke's affluent congregation will no doubt have pondered these things. 


An innocent remark about the Temple leads to a prediction of the end 


And when some people remarked about che Temple, chat it was adomed with 
lovely stones and votive-offerings, he said, ‘All chese things which you are looking 
at - the days will come when no stone will be left on another stone chat will not be 
pulled down. They asked him, “Teacher, so when will this happen? And what's the 
sign when these chings are abour to take place?’ He said, ‘Warch out that you dont 
δεῖ misled. For many people will come in my name, saying, “I AM!” and “The 
Time Has Come.” Don't go journeying after them; but when you hear of wars and 
revolution, don’t get panic-stnicken. For these chings have to happen firse — bur the 
end is not immediately.’ 

Then he said to chem, “Nation will rise up against nation, and kingdom against 
kingdom; and {chere will be] great earthquakes; and in places chere will be famines 
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and epidemics, and terrors and great signs from heaven. But before all this, they tl 
lay hands on you, and hunt you down, handing you over to synagogue and prison; 
[you will be] brought before kings and governors for the sake of my name. Ir will 
give you the opportuniry to bear witness, So make it your policy not to practise 
your specch for the defence beforehand. For J shall give you eloquence and wisdom 
which none of your opponents will be able to resist-or refute. What is more, you 
will be handed over by parents and siblings, cousins and friends — and they'll kill 
some of you, and you'll be loathed by everyone because of my name. Nevertheless, 
not a hair of your head will be destroyed: through your unflinching endurance you 
will take possession of your lives. 

‘Buc when you see Jerusalem encircled by armies, be sure that her devastation is 
close. Then let those who are in Judaea flee to the mountains, and ler those who are 
inside Jerusalem get out; and those who are in the rural areas must nor go into the 
city, because these are the days of her punishment, for all thac ts written to be 
fulfilled. Woe to those who are pregnant or who have children at che breast in 
those days, for there will be great discress on the land, and wrath on his people, and 
they'll fall at the edge of the sword, and they'll be taken captive τὸ all the Gentiles. 
And Jerusalem shall be under the jackboot of the Gentiles, until the Times of the 
Gentiles are completed. 

And there shall be signs in the sun and the moon and the stars; and on earth 
there shal! be anguish of nations, and perplexiry from the roaring and raging of the 
sea. Human beings will stop breathing, in fear and anticipation of the things that 
are coming on the world — for che powers of heaven shall be shaken. 

And then they shall see che Son of Man coming on the cloud with power and 
great glory. When these things stare to happen, look up, and |ift your heads — 
because your redemption ts approaching.’ 

And he told them a parable, “Look at the fig tree (and indeed all trees): as soon as 
they bud, from the evidence of your eyes you know that the summer is now at 
hand. And so you also, when you see these things happening, be aware that che 
kingdom of God is at hand. Amen I tell you, no way will chis generation pass away 
before everything happens. Heaven and earth will pass away, but my words will not 
pass away. 

‘Be careful not τὸ get your senses dulled by being hung over, or drunk, or by 
everyday preoccupations. Otherwise that Day will come suddenly upon you, like a 
trap; for it will come on all the inhabitants of the earth [or: ‘to all chose who dwell 
on the face of all the earth’). Scay awake, all the time, asking to have the abiliry to 
escape all rhese things, and to stand before the Son of Man.’ 


Luke has taken over this long passage more or less as Mark left ic, 
but making some characteristic changes of his own; ‘famines and 
epidemics’ for example, which sound the same in Greek, and ‘terrors 
and great signs in heaven’, which add to the general sense of fore- 
boding. Luke adds ‘prisons’ to ‘synagogues’ as places where Christians 
might expect to be taken. Some scholars take the reference to 
‘Jerusalern encircled by enemies’ as evidence that Luke wrote this on 
the basis of reports of the siege of Jerusalem that ended in AD 70, 
and likewise the predictions of trouble for Israel, and for ‘this 
people’ and for ‘Jerusalem’. Some of the material Luke has already 
used in Chapter 17 (23, 24, 37), where it is about the delay in the 
coming of the Son of Man. 
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The reader may reflect, on hearing what Christians may expect in 
the shape of betrayal and death and hatred, chat there has not been a 


century in che Church's existence, when this has not been the case. 


A ‘Lucan summary’ concluding Jesus’ work in Jerusalem 


In the daytime, he would teach in the Temple; but at night he went out and 
camped on the Mountain called ‘Of Olives’. And the whole populace would get up 


early in che morning [and come] to him in the Temple to listen to him. 


We are now on the point of moving into the sombre and chilling 
story of Jesus’ Passion, and Luke brings to an end Jesus’ ministry in 
Jerusalem (to which the Gospel had been aiming since Chapter ἢ. 
and in a sense from its very beginning) with one of his ‘summaries’. 
He reminds us here of rwo themes of great importance to him. First, 
there is the Temple, where the Gospel started, and where ir will end 
and Acts begins. Acts will not end there, however, bur in Rome, 
having turned its back on Jerusalem. So it is that Luke deliberately 
surprises us with the information that Jesus has no permanent HQ 
in Jerusalem, but only a temporary base on the Mountain of Olives. 
fram which direction the Messiah was popularly expected to come. 
The second theme ts that of che ‘populace’ (a favourite term of 
Luke) who have never been far from the surface of the narrative, 
open enough to the Gospel, if not fanatical about it, buc often 


listening to Jesus. 


Luke’s Account of Jesus’ Suffering and Death (22:1-23:56) 
Introductory Lucan summary 


22/7 The feast of Unleavened Bread, called Passover, was drawing near; and the chief 


3.8 


priests and the scribes were looking for a way to destroy him; for they were afraid 
of the populace. 


This is very nearly exactly what Mark had written, with one or two 
small changes; in context, however, it functions as a ‘Lucan summary’, 
creating atmosphere, and signalling (as so often in Luke) τῆς 
importance of the populace. 


Judas’ betrayal 

Satan had entered Judas, the one called ‘iscanot’, who was of the number of the 
Twelve; and he went off and talked with the chief prieses and captains, how to 
betray [or: ‘hand over’) him. And they rejoiced, and made an agrecment to give 


him money. He gave his consent, and started looking for a good moment to hand 
him over for: ‘betray'), without a crowd to [bother] them. 
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Alchough Luke is largely following Mark, we shall notice at several 
points in the Passion Narrative that Luke and John seem to graze in 
the same paddock. One example is here, where he says char “Satan 
had entered Judas’, something we find also at John 13:2, 27. 


- 


Preparing the Passover meal 


The day of Unleavened Bread came, the day on which the Passover lamb had τὸ be 
sacrificed: and he sent Peter and John, saying, “Go [or: literally, ‘journey’] and 
prepare the Passover for us, so that we may eat.’ They said to him, “Where do you 
want us to prepare [it]?’ He said, ‘Look! As you go into che city, a man will meet 
you wha is carrying a water-pot. Follow him into che house into which he goes 
{‘journeys, of course]. And you will tell the master of the house, “The teacher says 
to you, ‘Where is the chamber where 1 am to eat the Passover with my disciples?’.” 
And he will show you a large upstairs room, spread with couches. Prepare [the 
meal] there.’ 
They went off, and found it as he had said, and prepared the Passover. 


Luke has made some small changes trom what he found in Mark 
(14:12-17). In che latter, ic had been the disciples who took che 
initiative; here ic is Jesus, who singles our Peter and John. Luke also 
inserts his beloved ‘journeying word. 


This is my body... 


And when the moment came, he lay down (to eat}, and his apostles with him. And 
he said τὸ them, ‘I have eagerly desired to eat this Passover with you before I suffer. 
For ] am telling you chat 1 shan’t eat it ac all until ic is fulfilled in the kingdom of 
God.’ And he took a cup and gave thanks [or: ‘did Eucharise’] and said, “Take this, 
and divide it among yourselves. For I’m telling you, from now onwards, | shan‘t 
drink from the produce of the vine, until the kingdom of God comes.’ And taking 
bread, he gave thanks, broke and gave it to them saying, “This is my body which ts 
being given for you. Do chis for my remembrance.’ And the cup likewise after they 
had eaten, saying, “This cup, the new covenant in my blood, is what is poured out 
for you.’ 


Luke calls Jesus’ companions the ‘apostles’, where Mark had ‘the 
Twelve’. He has also changed the order slightly: che mood is made 
perhaps slightly less sombre by the face that he puts the prediction 
of his betrayal after the distribution of bread and cup. Luke also 
introduces a blessing of a cup before the bread, perhaps to underline 
chac it is a Passover ricual. 


Prediction of the betrayal, a squabble, and wamings 


‘But look! The hand of the one who is betraying me is with me ac the table. 
Because the Son of Man is going on his journey in accordance with whar has been 
appointed. But alas for that person through whom he is being betrayed.’ And they 


started arguing among themselves who it would be chat was about to do this. 
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And there was a quarrel, about which of them seemed τὸ be Top [Apostle]. He 
said to them, “The kings of the Gentiles act as lords over them, and those who are 
authorities over chem are known as benefactors. With you it [must] not [be] so. No 
~ let the top one among you become like che youngest, and the leader like one who 
serves. Tell me — who is top: che one who lies down, or rhe one who serves? Isnt‘ it 
the one who lies down? Well, ἔπε in che middle of you as the ane who serves. 

“You people are the ones who have seuck ic out with me in my trials. And 1 am 
assigning [a kingdom] co you, just as my Father has assigned a kingdom to me, 
that you may eat and drink at my table in my kingdom, and you may sic on 
thrones, judging the cwelve tribes of Israel.’ 


Luke departs here from Mark: he inserts two characteristic phrases, 
‘journey, and ‘in accordance with what has been appointed’, to under- 
line his conviction that Jesus (and his disciples) are ‘on cheir way’, 
and that God is in charge. He has also placed here something like 
the squabbling that arose in Mark 10:41-45 when James and John 
made their bid for power; but Luke has turned it round neatly in 
the direction of the washing of the disciples’ feet chat John reports at 
this point John 13:4, 5, 12-17). Luke also places here che material 
about judging the twelve tribes of Israel, which Matthew places 


earlier (Marthew 19:28). 


Prediction of Simon's lapse of faith 


‘Simon, Simon, see, Satan soughr to sift you like wheat; but [ prayed for you 
that your faich should not fail. And then you in your turn, come back to yourself 
and support your brothers [and sisters].’ 

He said to him, “Lord -- with you I’m even ready to journey to prison and to 
deacht!’ 

He said, ‘I’m telling you, Peter, the cock wont crow tomorrow before you've 
denied, three times, that you know me!’ 


The series of s-sounds wich which this section begins does not come 
out very well in English, buc it reflects what appears to be deliberate 
alliteration in Luke’s Greek. 

The maternal does not appear quire like this in Mark (14:27-31), 
Characteristic of Luke is the double repetition of Simon's name 
(cf. ‘Master, master at 8:24, and ‘Martha, Martha ac 10:41); and it 
is inceresting that Luke also has Jesus address him here by the nick- 
name ‘Rock’. 


Armed to the teeth? 


And he said to them, ‘When I sent you off without purse or bag or sandals, did 
you lack anything?’ 

They said, ‘Nothing.’ 

He said to them, ‘Right -- bur now let anyone who has a purse take it, and the 
same with a bag; and anyone who doesn’t have a sword should sell his cloak and 
buy one. For I'm telling you chat chis Scriprure passage must be fulfilled in me: 
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“And he was reckoned with the lawless”; you see, what is written about me is 
nearing accomplishment. 

They said, ‘Lord, look — here are two swords. 

He said, ‘It's enough.’ 


This baffling passage is only in Luke..[c¢ picks up the instructions 
about travelling light that we saw in 10:4, but seems to argue that 
things are now so bad that previous instructions are now to be 
disregarded, and they must invese in an arsenal. On the other hand, 
when they admit to having a small selection of weapons (only ewo!), 
Jesus tells them that it's sufhicient. Whac do you think he meant? 

Norice the characteristic Lucan notion that a Scripture passage 
must be fulfitled’. This particular one comes from Isaiab 53:12, the 
fourth and last of che ‘Songs of the Suffering Servant’. 

‘What is written about me is nearing accomplishment’: chis is one 
possible meaning of a phrase that has always stumped scholars. 


Jesus prays to the Father 


And he went out and journeyed, in accordance with his custom, to the Mountain 
of Olives; and the disciples followed him. When he got to the place, he said τὸ 
them, Pray not to enter into temptation. And he withdrew from chem, about a 
stone's throw; and he fell on his knees and prayed, ‘Father, if you wish, take this 
cup from me. But not my will - let yours be done.’ And he arose from [his] prayer. 
and came to the disciples; and he found them asleep hecause of their grief, and he 
said to them, Why are you asleep? Arise and pray not to enter into temptation. 


Luke changes what he found in Mark (14:32-38); the story is no 
longer a triptych (three separate episodes of prayer); he adds ‘in 
accordance with his custom’, as he had when speaking of 7achariahs 
turn co sacrifice (1:9), and Jesus’ first visic to Jerusalem for Passover 
(2:42). He also calls it {as so often before, and look at the first 
chapter of Acts} ‘the Mountain of Olives’ rather than Gethsemani. 
Quite unlike Mark's version, Jesus ewice tells his disciples to ‘pray’ 
(Luke's is the Gospel of prayer, we remember). And Jesus is less 
evidently miserable here chan he was in Mark's account. Charitably 
Luke ascribes the disciples’ somnolence to ‘grief’, just as in 24:41 he 
will ascribe their lack of belief in che Resurrection to ‘joy’. 

Between ‘let yours be done’ and ‘And he arose from [his] prayer’, 
some early manuscripts have ‘there appeared to him an angel from 
heaven, strengthening him. And being in an agony, he started to 
pray more intently. And his sweat became like drops of blood, 
falling on co the ground.’ [τ was probably not what Luke originally 


wrote, however. 


The arresting party 

While he was scill speaking, look! A crowd, and che one called Judas (one of the 
Twelve!) approached them. And he drew near to Jesus, to kiss him. Jesus, however, 
said to him, ‘Judas — is it with a kiss that you are betraying the Son of Man?’ 
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When his companions saw what was about to happen, they said, ‘Lord, are we ta 
hit [someone] with a sword?’ And one of them hit the Chief Priest's slave and cur 
off his ear (the right-hand one). Jesus respanded, ‘Let them be; that’s enough!’ And 
he couched che ear and healed it! 


Again Luke offers a rather briefer account than what we find in 
Mark It is only Luke, however, who comments on the inappropnate- 
ness of a kiss as an accompaniment of the betrayal. Then comes 
same violent (if wholly ineffective) resistance. Whoever it was {and 
unlike John, Luke is not telling) might argue, I suppose, that Jesus 
had only a few minutes cartier been speaking of the importance of 
being well armed. But chen Jesus negates the gesrure by healing the 
fairly trivial (though doubtless tiresome to the slave in question) 
wound chat had been inflicted. 


Jesus’ reproof to the religious authorites 


52.43 Jesus said to the chief priests and captains of the Temple who had come upon him, 
“You've come out with swords and clubs, as chough [arresting} a bandit! But every 
day, when 1 was with you in the Temple, you never seretched out your hands 
against me. No -- this is your hour, and the domain of darkness.’ 


This is an odd passage, for the most part only in Luke. It shows a 
Jesus who is very much in command, and with some gendle irony, or 
even humour (‘I'm not really dangerous). He refers back co 19:47 
(‘teaching daily in che Temple’), which was only in Luke; and Luke 
is the only one to make che enigmatic remark about ‘your hour, and 
the domain of darkness’, which takes us back τὸ the end of the 
temptation narrauve (Luke 4:13). 


Peter doesn't know Jesus 


441 When they had arrested him, they took him and led him to che house of the Chief 
Priest. But Peter followed from a long way off. When they had kindled a fire in the 
middle of the courtyard, and they had sat down together, Peter sat in the midst of 
them. 

A little slave girl saw him sitting facing the light. She looked closely ac him and 
said, ‘This one was with him, too.’ But he disagreed and said, “ dont know him, 
woman. 

And after a short aime, someone else saw him and said, ‘You're onc of them, too!’ 
Bur Perer said, ‘Man, I'm not! And an hour or so later, someone else insisted, ‘For 
sure he was with him — hes a Galilean! 

Peter said, ‘Man — I've no idea what youre talking about. 

And immediately, while he was stil] speaking, a cock crowed. 

And the Lord tured and looked at Peter. And Peter recalled the Lord's 
comment, that he'd told him, ‘Before the cock crows today, you'll deny me three 
ames.” And he went out and wepr bitterly. 
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This saddest of ail stories is in all the Gospels, but Luke tells it tn his 
own way. He places it slightly earlier than it was in Mark, and 
produces a most telling touch when he has Jesus (who appears from 
nowhere} curn and look at Peter, which is sufficient to remind him 
of what he has just done and said. 


The mocking of Jesus 


And the men who held him mocked him and beat him, and they covered him up 
and interrogated him, ‘Prophesy, whos the one who struck you?’ And they addressed 
him with many other impertinent remarks. 


Luke places this episode slightly later chan Mark does, and makes it 
lead into the interrogation by the religious authorities. In some ways 
this ts closer to Matthew's version, although Luke is the only one to 
speak of ‘impertinent remarks (literally, ‘blaspheming’). 


In the Sanhedrin 


22 523} And when day broke, the presbyterium of che populace gachered, chief 


priests and scribes; and chey led him into their synagogue, saying, “IF you are the 
Messiah, cell us.’ He said to them, ‘If I tell you, you won't believe; bur if I 
interrogate [you], you won't answer. Buc from now on, the Son of Man will be 
seated at the right hand of the power of God.’ 

They ail said, ‘So — you are the Son of God, then?’ He said τὸ them, ‘It is you 
people who say that I am.’ They said, ‘What need do we still have of evidence? For 
we have heard from his mouth.’ And the whole crowd of chem got up and led him 
to Pilate. 


Luke has shortened Mark's account, omitting the allegation about 
‘destroy this Temple and in three days [ shall rebuild it’, and going 
straight on to the difficult question: is Jesus, or is he not, the Messiah? 
It is no longer, according to Luke, rhe Chief Priest who finds Jesus 
guilty, buc all of them. And ic is hard, on this account, to know what 


Jesus is guilty of ! 


Jesus is accused before Pilate 


They began to accuse him, saying “We found this man subverting our nation and 
prevencing them from paying tax to Caesar, and saying that he is a King-Messiah.’ 

Pilate interrogated him, ‘Are you the King of che Jews?’ 

He answered, ‘You say so. 

Pilare said to the chief priests and the crowds, 1 find no crime in him’; but they 
insisted, “This man is stirring up the populace, teaching in all of Judaea, and 
starting from Galilee right up τὸ this point.’ 


Luke gives a slightly different introduction to che scene between 
Jesus and Pilate. He makes the accusations against Jesus demonstrably 
false: the reader knows perfectly well that Jesus was not ‘subverting’ 
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the nation or ‘preventing chem from paying tax to Caesar’ or 
‘surring up che populace’. But chey are all the kind of thing thac the 
affluent in sociery might unthinkingly say. He also adds his familiar 
‘journeying theme, with the reference to Judaea and Galilee. 


Jesus is sent to Herod 
Pilate pricked up his ears, and asked if the fellow was a Galilean. When he found 


out that he was from Herod's jurisdiction, he sent him up to Herod, since he was 
also in Jerusalem at chat time. 

When Herod saw Jesus, he greatly rejoiced. For [he'd been} wanting to see him 
for a long time, because he'd been hearing abour him, and he was hoping to see a 
miracle being done by him. He interrogated him at some length — but he didn't 
respond to him in any way. The chief priests and the scribes were standing there, 
vigorously accusing him. Herod, along with his troops, regarded him with 
contempt, and played a game with him, dressing him up in gorgeous clothing, and 
sending him back to Pilate. Herod and Pilate became friends with each other on 
that day; for they had previously been at enmity. 


This passage is only in Luke, and once again we meet Herod, in 
whom Luke has more chan a passing interest. Like John the Baptise 
and Jesus at che beginning, so now Herod and Pilate are brought 
together at che end. Herod's superficial interest in ‘Jesus the miracle- 
worker marks him out as someone who can't cope with who Jesus is 
for Luke, so it is not surprising that he plays his silly game and cements 
a trivial alliance. 

We may contrast Herod, who ‘was hoping’ to see one of Jesus’ 
party-tricks, with Cleopas and his companion in the following 
chapter, who ‘had been hoping’ that Jesus was to redeem Israel. 


Pilate is reluctantly forced to condemn Jesus 


Pilate called the chief priests and the rulers, and the populace, and said to chem, 
"You brought me this person on the grounds char he is causing rebellion among the 
people, and look here — speaking for myselfin your presence, I have examined this 
person, and I've found in him no evidence that he is guilty of che accusations that 
you are bringing against him. And nor did Herod (because he senc him up τὸ us); 
and look -- nothing worthy of death has been donc by him. So 1] am going to have 
him flogged and release him.’ 

But they all cried οὐ together, “Take this one away; release Barabbas to us!’ (This 
one had been Aung into gaol because of a riot chat had taken place in the city, and 
for murder.) Pilate addressed chem again; he wanted to release Jesus. Bur they went 
on shouting, ‘Crucify him, crucify [him].’ He addressed chem a chird ume, “Why? 
What evil has this man done? I have found no capiral crime in him. So I'm going 
to flog him and release him.’ But they insisted, with loud shouts, demanding that 
he be crucified — and cheirc shouts prevailed, and Pilate decided chac their request 
should be granted. He released the one they had been demanding, the one who 
had been Aung into gaol because of rioting and murder — and Jesus he handed over 


to their will! 
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Luke departs from Mark here, and runs a bic closer τὸ Johns 
account of the scene before Pilate. He shares with John the strong 
sense that Pilate cried very hard to release Jesus. Luke manages to 
convey this with the awkward sentence ‘nothing worthy of death 
has been done by him’. Luke is also closer to John chan he is τὸ Mark 
in the reference to ‘crying out’ and to the demand for Barabbas 
rather than Jesus. On the other hand, ir is Luke alone who makes it 
clear that Jesus’ flogging, with monstrous injustice, is for being 
innocenr-bur-accused. 


Jesus’ companions on the way to death 


And as they led him away, they took hold of Simon, a Cyrenean, who was coming 
from the field, and put the cross on him co carry it behind Jesus. 

A great crowd of the populace was following him, and also [a crowd] of women, 
who were mourning him and weeping for him. Jesus turned to the women and 
said, ‘Daughters of Jerusalem, dont be weeping over me. No — weep for yourselves 
and for your children. Because, look! Days are coming when they will be saying, 
“Congratulations to the women who are barren, and the wombs char have nor 
given birth, and che breasts thar have nor suckled.” Then they will start saying to 
the mountains, “Fall on us,” and to the hills, “Cover us.” Because if they do these 
things when the wood is green — what might happen when it's dry?’ 

And two other criminals were led out with him to be executed. 


Luke has grouped together three groups of companions for Jesus as 
he goes out to his execution. The first and the third are already in 
Mark, although Luke's account of Simon of Cyrene ts less stark than 
Mark 15:21. The second group, however, the ‘women of Jerusalem’, 
who have the courage τὸ show their affection for Jesus, is only in 
Luke, and is part of the evidence that makes people want to call 
Luke the ‘Gospel of women’. Jesus’ sensitive response co cheir 
mourning, and the characteristic Lucan note that he ‘ssrmed to the 
women, give the incident great emotional weight. The line about 
asking the mountains and che hills to bury chem ts already in Hosea 
10:8, in che context of che destruction of the Northern Kingdom. 
Here tc is clearly the destruction of Jerusalem that is in view. 


Jesus’ companions at Skull Place 


And when they came τὸ the place chat was known as ‘Skull’, chere they crucified 
him, and the criminals, one on the right, and one on the left. Jesus said, ‘Facher 
forgive them, for they do not know what they are doing.’ When they divided his 
garments, chey threw lots. 

And the crowd stood, watching. And the rulers sneered at him, saying, ‘He saved 
others; let him save himself, if this is the "Messiah of God”, the “Chosen One”.’ 
And the soldiers who came up also made a game of him, offering him sour wine, 
and saying, ‘IF you are the King of the Judaeans, save yourself!’ There was also a 
placard on him, ‘This is the King of the Judaeans.’ 

One of the crucihed criminals started blaspheming him, saying, ‘Aren't you the 
Messiah? Save yourself ~ and us as well!’ The other scolded him in response and 
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said, Have you no reverence even for God? Because you're under the same 
sentence; but we deserve it, because we are geting che going cate for what we did. 
But this man hasn't done anything wrong.’ And he said, ‘Jesus — remember me 
when you come into your kingdom.’ And he said to him, ‘Amen I tell you, today 
you will be with me in Paradise.’ 


Luke presents three possible reactions to Jesus: the ‘populace’ watch; 
the rulers (familiar Lucan term), soldiers, and one of his fellow 
criminals, tucn che word ‘save’ on Jesus, to show that he's a fake; 
finally the other criminal gets him triumphantly and dramatically 
righe, and curns into one of Jesus’ ‘terrible friends’. This perceptive 
murderer asserts that Jesus is indeed a King {or Messiah) and all bur 
says thac he is God. In addition che ceader knows chat whatever the 
rulers may think, Jesus is indeed ‘Messiah of God’ (9:20) and 
‘Chosen One’ (9:35). The cpisode ends, with arresting solemnity, 
with ‘Amen I tell you’ and a striking Lucan ‘today’, and a most 
unexpected conclusion. 


The circumstances of Jesus’ death 


And it was now about the sixth hour, and ἃ darkness came on all the earth until the 
ninth hour, because there was an eclipse of the sun. The veil of the Temple was 
torn in the middle, and Jesus cried in a loud voice, ‘Father, into your hands | 
commit my spirit. As he said chis, he expired. When the centurion saw whar had 
happened, he started τὸ plorify God, saying, ‘This person really was innocent.’ And 
all the crowds who had come together for this spectacle, and had watched what 
took place, went back beating cheir breasts. All che men who were known τὸ him 
stood a long way off, and also the women who had followed him from Galilee, 
watching these [events]. 


Luke is sell clearly following Mark's account, but he makes one or 
rwo changes, where we can see his hand at work. He adds the detail 
about the eclipse of the sun, perhaps giving a scientific explanation 
for his educated readers. He omits Mark’s terrible cry of abandon- 
ment (‘My God. my God -- why have you forsaken me?’, Mark 
15:34), and the sponge filed wich vinegar (though the soldiers have 
given Jesus something like chat carlicr on). Jesus’ fast words are 
reported as a much more gentle quotation from Psalm 31:6. And 
the centurion, in a characteristic phrase, ‘started to glorify God’, 
and instead of the verdict ‘Son of God’, which in some ways is the 
climax of Mark's Gospel (Mark 15:39), we read, ‘This person really 
was innocent’; and Luke adds the dramatic detail thar the wacching 
crowds (verse 48 picking up verse 35) ‘went back beating cheir 
breasts’. Finally, where Mark had the disciples all run away, Luke is 
rather emphatic that ‘all the men known to him’ were, after all, still 
there, though he agrees with Mark chat che faithful women were 


witnesses. And he does have che men standing ‘a long way off . 
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How Jesus was buried 


“ese And look! A man called Joseph, who was a member of the Sanhedrin, and a good 
and just man (he had not vored for their decision and action), from Arimathea, a 
city of the Jews, who was waiting for che kingdom of God, chis man approached 
Pilace and asked for che body of Jesus. And when he had taken it down, he 
wrapped it in a linen cloth, and placed him in a comb hewn out of the rock, where 
no one had yer tain. And ic was the Day of Preparation, and Sabbath was about to 
begin (literally, ‘dawning’). 

And τῆς women who had followed with him from Galilee, saw che tomb, and 
[saw] how his body was placed. They went back and prepared spices and perfumes, 
and for the Sabbach-day they rested in accordance with the commandment. 


Once again, Luke is following Mark, but with some shades of 
meaning of his own. He specifically exempts Joseph of Arimathea 
from any blame in Jesus’ death. He follows Mark in saying chat 
Joseph was ‘waiting for the kingdom of God’. But in Luke thar 
phrase has a special meaning. Basically it means to ‘receive’; but in 
2:25 Luke uses it of Simeon ‘waiting for the comfort of Israel’; ac 
2:28 Simeon ‘received’ or ‘took’ Jesus into his arms; at 12:36 it 
refers to people ‘expecting’ their Lord when he comes back from the 
wedding. And in 15:2, it refers to Jesus’ unfortunate propensity to 
lavish hospitality on undesirables. If in the previous passage Luke 
seems to have downgraded the women by emphasising that they 
werent alone, he now makes handsome amends, by repeating that 
they had ‘followed’ (or ‘been disciples’) ‘from Galilee’. He also points 
to their faithfulness and love, in preparing spices for anointing Jesus 
body, τὸ their status as witnesses (chey saw ‘how his body was 
placed’) and their fidelity as Jews (‘for the Sabbath-day they rested 
in accordance with che commandmenr); for this very Lucan idea 
about the ‘commandment, see also 1:6; 15:29; 18:20, 


No body, but two men in white clothes 


24''? But on the first day of the week, in the deep dawn, they came to the tomb, 
bringing the spices they had boughr. And they found the stone rolled away from 
the tomb; and when they went in, they did not find the body of the Lord Jesus. 
And as they were puzzling about this, look! Two men stood by them in dazzling 
clothes. They became fearful, and bowed their faces to the ground; [the two men] 
said to the women, ‘Why are you looking for the Living One among the corpses? 
He is not here — no, he has been raised! Remember how he told you, while he was 
still in Galilee, that “the Son of Man must be delivered into the hands of sinners 
and be crucified and on the third day rise again’.’ And they recalled his words. 

And when they returned from the tomb, they announced all these things to che 
Eleven, and to all the rest. They were the Magdalene Mary, and Joanna, and Mary 
of Jacob, and the rest of the women with them. They said these things to che 
apostles. And these words appeared to them like nonsense; and they didnt believe 
them. And Peter arose and ran τὸ the tomb and stooped down and saw the cloths, 
and went off home, marvelling at what had happened. 
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Luke, for the last time, uses whar Mark (16:1-8) had written, but 
makes several changes. There is no conversation about rolling che 
stone away; they simply find it so, and no dead body. Then they 
encounter two men, clearly angels, in an encounter that echoes the 
‘Transfiguration (9:28-36). The two men rebuke them for looking in 
the wrong place, and remind chem that Jesus had actually predicted 
his Resurrection. There is here no mission to Galilee, no instructions 
to Peter and che disciples. And Luke has avoided Mark's astonishing 
ending, ‘They said nothing to anyone — for they were afraid’. 

In addition, Luke reports a visit by Peter to the tomb, with a char- 
acteristic Lucan phrase, ‘marvelling at what had happened’, but also 
using some words that will appear in John’s version of the scene: ‘ran’, 
‘bent down and saw the cloths’, ‘he went off home (or: to himself)’. 


The journey from Jerusalem to Emmaus and (rather rapidly} back to 
Jerusalem (a liturgy?) 


And look! Two of chem on that day were journeying to a village called Emmaus that 
was sixty stades (seven or eight miles} distant from Jerusalem. And they were talking 
co each other about all these things that had happened. And as they talked, Jesus 
himself actually drew near and was journeying with chem. Their eyes were prevented 
from recognising him. He said to them, “What words are these which you are 
exchanging with each other as you walk?’ And they stopped dead, looking sullen. 

One of them, called Cleopas, answered him, ‘Are you the only onc visiting 
Jerusalem, and you dont know the chings that have taken place in Jerusalem 
during these days?’ 

And he said to them, ‘What sort of things?’ They told him, “Things about Jesus 
the Nazarene, who appeared as a man, a prophet, powerful in word and deed 
before God and before the entire populace? How chey handed him over, our chicf 
pricsts and rulers, to a death sentence, and they crucified him? We had been 
hoping that he was going to be the one to ransom (or: ‘liberate’) Israel. On cop of 
all this, it is the third day since all this happened. And now, some women from our 
lot have astonished us; they got to che comb at dawn, and didn’ find his body, and 
they came saying that theyd seen a vision of angels, who said he was alive. And 
some of those with us went off to the tomb; and they found ic just as che women 
had said -- bur they did not see him.’ 

And he said co chem, ‘What fools you are! [So] Jacking in imagination, [not] to 
belicve all that the prophets had said! Wasn't it exsentrad for the Messiah to suffer 
this and (so) enter into his glory?’ And he started with Moses and with all the 
prophets, and explained che stuff about himself in all the scriprures. 

And chey drew near to the village to which they were journcying — and he 
pretended to be journeying further. Buc they pressed him, saying, ‘Stay with us, 
because it is towards evening, and the day has already declined.’ And he went in to 
stay with chem. And it rurned out, as he lay down [to eat) with them, he took che 
loaf, and blessed fit] and broke [it] and handed [it} over co them — and their eyes 
were opened wide, and they recognised him! And he vanished from them. 

And they said to each other, “Wasnt our heart burning within as he was talking 
to us on the journey? As he was opening up the scriptures τὸ us?’ 

And they got up at that moment and returned to Jerusalem, and found τῆς 
Eleven gathered, and their companions, who were [all] saying, “The Lord really is 
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risen, and he's appeared to Simon.” And they in their turn related the things that 
had happened on the way, and how hed been recognised by them in the breaking 
of the bread. 


This episode is only reported in Luke, and it may be helpful to 
make cwo points abour it, First, it is a Journey, perhaps a microcosm 
of the whole journey that is Luke-Acts, and indeed (for Luke) the 
entire Christian life. It stares, like the Gospel, in Jerusalem, and, like 
the Gospel, it ends there — but much has gone on. The journey 
started slow and plodding; its pace quickened up when Jesus 
‘journeyed with them’; it seemed to have come τὸ a pleasant halt as 
the day declined — but it culminaced in a rapid sprint back τὸ Jerusalem. 
And that, it rurns our, 1s only rhe beginning of a quite new journey. 

Second, it is a Eucharistic service. Standardly, the Christian 
Eucharist begins with ‘where the worshippers arc’, what in some 
craditions is called che “Penitenttal Rute. har is represented by the 
sullen disciples speaking τὸ each other and (rather reluctantly) τὸ 
Jesus of their disillusionment. Next comes che ‘service of the ward’, 
Jesus taking chem through che Scripture readings, and tying it cogether 
in a homily (though most preachers these days avoid addressing 
their congregations as ‘fools’, whatever their private opinions). Then, 
in the form of a request to Jesus to stay on, come the ‘prayers of 
intercession’. This is then taken up in the service of communion 
(taking, blessing, and distributing bread) in which Christians have, 
ever since that Easter Sunday evening, momentarily recognised their 
Lord. Finally there is the dismissal, where the congregation is told to 
‘go in peace’. Thar is precisely whar happens to Cleopas and his 
companion. As all Christians should be, they are animated hy the 
liturgy they have attended, and go hastily on the journey for which 
the liturgy has equipped them. And the liturgy and the journey 
both take them back (at lease from time to time), to the Church, 
‘the Eleven and those with chem. 


The real Jesus -- not a ghost -- appears 


As they were saying these things, he himself stood in che middle of them, and he 
says to them, ‘Peace [be] with you.’ They were panic-stricken and terrified — they 
thought they were seeing a spirit! And he said to them, ‘Why are you so disturbed, 
and for what reason do doubts arise in your mind? See my hands and my feet: it is 
me, in person. Feel me, and see that a spirit does ποῖ have Hesh and bones, as you 
see that I have.’ Saying this, he showed them his hands and feet. As they still didn’t 
believe (it was too good to be true), and were [just] marvelling, he said co them, 
‘Do you have anything edible here?’ They gave him a piece of grilled fish, and he 
took it, in fronr of them, and ate it! 


This passage finds echoes in John's Gospel (see John 20:19-23 and 
21:5,10). The point of it is pwofold: first, chat Jesus is different. He 
can suddenly appear in cheir midst; and chey are clearly ποῖ sure that 
ἰ is he. Second, he is real: he can be felr; he scill bears (presumably) 


199 


LUKE 24 


449 


the marks of crucifixion; and he can eat. Resurrection, Luke is 
telling us, is not just a feeling that Jesus is ‘seill very much with us’ -- 
it is much more precise and purposeful chan that. 


The summary of the teaching of Luke’s Gospel 


He said to them, “This was che meaning of my words, which I spoke to you while | 
was still with you, that everything written abour me, in the Law of Moses, and in 
the Prophets, and in che Psalms, must inevitably be fulfilled. Then he opened their 
minds co understand the scriprures and he cold them, ‘So it is written that the 
Messiah suffered and rose from the dead on the third day; and repentance for the 
forgiveness of sins be preached in his name to all the Gentiles, beginning from 
Jerusalem. You are witnesses of these chings. And, look, 1 am sending you rhe Father's 
promise upon you. You [are to] settle down in the ciry until you are clothed with 
power from on high.’ 


Here Luke weaves togecher a good many themes from the Gospel 
which is now ending, themes chat will also be part of the narrative 
of Acts that is about to begin. We may mention the following: 


¢ Jesus’ words are explained in terms of a continuiry with the 


message of the three sections (Law, Prophets, Psalms) of the 
Hebrew Bible, what we call che Old Testament; 

the idea of ‘opening the mind’ reminds us that not everyone in 
the Gospel has been able to see Jesus in this way; and we shall see 
chac in Acts likewise chere arc those who fail to see Jesus as the 
fulhlment of che Hebrew scriptures: 

the heart of the matter is that the Messiah suffered and rose. Ac 
the end of Acts, Paul is about to suffer; 

the message, of both Jesus and the infant Church of Acts, is 
‘repentance for che forgiveness of sins’; 

the message is both a journey and an invitation to a journey 
‘starting from Jerusalem’. It never loses touch with its roars, but 
proceeds to ‘the ends of the earth’ (Acts 1:8): 

the message, which was first delivered in che Temple, is now τὸ go 
out to ‘all che Gentiles (or nations)’, which is what we shall see 
happening tn Acts; 

the journey continues by means of ‘witnesses’: primarily witnesses 
to the Resurrection. In the first place, it will be ‘the Twelve and 
those with chem’; later che rask is handed over to Stephen, Philip, 
Paul and any single reader of the Gospel and Acts who responds 
with an open mind; 

the journey is not under their control: for the moment, they must 
‘settle down in che ciry’ and wait; 

the journey is under the control of ‘the promise of my Father . . . 
power from on high’, what elsewhere in Luke-Acts is called ‘the 
Holy Spirit’, whose journey this ts. 
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Jesus leaves them; they survive 


He led them out towards Bethany, and he raised his hands and blessed them. And 
it happened as he blessed them that he parted from them, and was being taken up 
to heaven. They worshipped him and returned to Jerusalem with great joy; and 
they were all the time in the Temple, blessing God. 


This is a powerful ending. Three times the word ‘bless’ is used, 
echoing the four times it was used in the Infancy Narratives (1:42; 
1:64; 2:28; 2:34). The last act of the Gospel is the same as its first, 
in the Temple, blessing God. Now, however, ir is no longer an old 
man with no descendants, but a young group, on the point of 
expanding rapidly. They have also learnt the correct approach to 
Jesus, for Luke tells us that they ‘worshipped’ him, and che alert 
reader will recall 4:7, 8, when ict was established from Scripture that 
‘you shall worship the Lord your God’. Luke is understated in his 
assertion of who Jesus is; but follow him carefully and you will see 


that he has a very lofty view of him indeed. 
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Introduction 


As soon as you open Johns Gospel you are aware that you are breathing a different 
air from chat which you encountered in Macchew, Mark and Luke. It has often 
been described as ‘a magic pool, in which an elephant may swim and an infant 
paddle. My sense of ic is chat ic is a journey into the mystery of who Jesus is, 
inviting us ever deeper, as the story unfolds. One aspect of Jesus’ identity thac the 
reader might find helphul is co chink of him as a being who performs on cwo stages: 
the heavenly stage (up there’), which he leaves for a while to walk on the earthly 
stage (down here), ftom which he returns, buc caking with him all chose who 
belong ‘up there’. 

The reader will do wel! co remember thac this is a very rich Gospel, whose 
meaning emerges slowly, over a lifetime of reading. 
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The Prologue 


In the beginning was τῆς Word, 
and the Word was with God, 
and the Word was God. 
This [Word] was in the beginning with God. 
Everything came to be chrough [the Word], 
and apart from [the Word] nothing at all came to be. 
Whac came to be in [rhe Word] was Life, 

and the Life was the Light of human beings. 

And the Light shines in Darkness, 
and the Darkness did not master [the Light]. 


There arose a man sent from God, his name [was] John. This [John] came for 
witness, thar he might bear witness about the Light, so that all might believe through 
him, That [John] was noc the Light; his function was to bear witness abour the 
Light. 

The Genuine Light, which enlightens every human being, was coming into the 
World. 


He was in the world, 
and the world came to be through [the Light]; 
and the world did nor know [the Light]. 
[The Light] came to his own, 
and his own did nat accept him. 
But as many as accepted him, 
he gave them power to become children of God. 
[They were the ones) who believed in his name, 
who were not born of blood, 
nor of che will of flesh, 
nor of the will of a man, 


but of God. 


And the Word became flesh and pitched his tent among us. And we saw his glory. 
[che] glory as of the only-begotten of the Father, full of grace and truth. 

John bears witness about him and cried out, saying, ‘This was the one I spoke of, 
“The one coming after me came-to-be before me, because he was earlier than 1. 

For we have all received of his fullness, and grace after grace. For the Law was 
given through Moses, grace and truth through Jesus Christ. No one has ever seen 
God. The only-begotten Son, the one who rests in the bosom of the Father, he has 
made [God] known. 


This is an astonishing and powerful opening to the Gospel. My 
sugpestion is that you read it out loud co yourself, and simply let it speak 
to you. You might notice how John introduces this “Word’ of God 
without any explanation at all; we are supposed cto understand it 
right away. Only at che very end of the Prologue are we told thar it is 
Jesus who is God's ‘Ward’. 

A second point co notice is the way our author weaves this high 
poetry about the “Word” with the more prosaic story about John the 
Baptist. This is che first instance of what will become a theme through- 
out the Gospel, that it is a drama played out on rwo stages. The 
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‘Word’ belongs on the stage ‘up there’, with God, but leaves his 
natural home for a while τὸ play his stuff on the stage ‘down here’, 
in search of those who would listen to him, ‘those who were... 
born... of Gad’. 

Third, notice the audacious statement that ‘the Word became 
flesh, and pitched his tent among us. This “Word’ has been 
presenced in unimaginably lofty terms, as Light, and as Life, and as 
God; and now, with a bump, it ‘became flesh’, took on the 
ambiguities and frailcy of human nacure. And not only chat, but it 
made its uncertain, mobile dwelling with human beings. There is 
much here to make us reflect. 

Next, 2 word on the paragraph that begins ‘For we have all 
received of his fullness...’ Here (and often elsewhere in the Gospel) 
it is not clear whether this is the continuation of someone's speech, 
or the evanpelist’s own comment. Here 1 have opted for the facter, 
and have punctuated accordingly. Burt the original manuscript 
would have carried no indication thac might help. 

Lastly, is the ‘Jesus Christ’ mentioned in these final sentences the 
same as the Word’? Perhaps, and even presumably, but notice char 
the evangelist does not say so. 


John gives his evidence 


And this is the witness of John, when the Judaeans from Jerusalem sent priests and 
Levites to ask him, ‘Who are yew’ And he confessed, and he did not deny, and he 
confessed, “1 am not the Messiah.’ And they asked him, “What then? Are you 
Elijah?’ And he said, ‘I am not.’ 

Are you the Prophet?’ And he replied, ‘No.’ So they said to him, “Who are you, 
so that we may give a response to those who sent us? Whar do you say abour 
yourself?’ He said, ‘I [am] a voice of one crying in the desert, “Make straight the 
way of the Lord” (as Isaiah the Prophet said).’ And they had been sent from the 
Pharisees. And they asked him, and said to him, ‘So why are you baptising, if you 
are not the Messiah, and not Elijah and not the Prophet?’ John responded co them, 
saying, I baptise with water. In the middle of you stands [someone] whom you do 
not know, the One Coming Behind Me. And | am not worthy to untie the chong 
of his sandal.’ 


These things happened in Bethany across the Jordan, where John was bapusing. 


The Gospel gradually unfolds the mystery of who Jesus is. Here, in 
this second section, the evangelist allows us to glimpse it negatively, 
through the ‘evidence’ or ‘witness’ of John the Baptist. The Greek 
word, which 1 have generally translated as ‘witness’, represents a very 
important idea in the fourch Gospel: it links together che cwo ‘stages’ 
on which the drama is played our. 

Clearly che talk here is all about Jesus; che evangelist makes use of 
some curiously emphatic word-positioning here. We cannot manage 
the same in English, so 1 have cried to express it with che use of bold 
type. The evangelist often attracts our attention by the use of odd, 
or awkward language also: ‘he confessed and did not deny, and 
confessed’ is as awkward in Greek as it is in English. John the Baptist’s 
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interrogators run through a list of possible options as to who he 
might be: Messiah (or Christ), Elijah, che Prophet, and he denies 
them all; instead he defines his function in relation to Jesus, first by 
the quocation from Isaiah 40:3 (which all the Synoptic Gospels also 
use}, abour ‘the voice of one crying in the wilderness’, and second 
by the sratemenc about the ‘One Coming Behind Me’. 

The passage ends with one of John’s indicators about where ir all 
happened. The reader will observe that we quite often find these, 
and ic is not always clear what purpose they serve. 

You may also notice the reference to the ‘Judaeans’ at the scart of 
the passage. This is by way of alternative co translating the word as 
‘Jews’ (the same word is used for both in Greek), and may serve to 
mitigate the anti-Semitism that, too often, this Gospel has been 
used to justify. 


Two days, on which John the Baptist recognises Jesus, and gives him 
his first two disciples ἤ 


On the next day he sees Jesus coming to him and says, ‘See! The Lamb of God, the 
one who takes away the sin of the world. This is the one abour whom 1 said, 
Behind me comes a man who came-to-be before me, because he was earlier than 
I.” And I did not know him; but in order for him to be revealed to Israel - tha was 
the reason why | came baptising with water.” And John bore witness, saying, ‘] 
beheld the Spirit coming down like a dove out of heaven. And it remained on him. 
And I did not know him — but che one who sence me to baptise with water said to 
τις, The one on whom you see the Spirit coming down on to him and remaining, 
this is the one who baptises with the Holy Spirit.” And I have seen, and | have 
bome witness, chac this is the Son of God.’ 

On the next day again, John stood, and ewo of his disciples, and looking at Jesus 
walking he said, ‘See! The Lamb of God.’ And his ewo disciples heard him 
speaking. And {πεν followed Jesus. And Jesus rumed, and seeing them following 
says to chem, ‘What do you seck?’ Burt chcy said, ‘Rabbi’ (which carries τῆς meaning, 
when translated, of ‘Teacher’), ‘where do you stay?’ He says to them, ‘Come and 
you will see.’ So they came and saw where he was staying. And they stayed with 
him that day. It was abour the renth hour. 

It was Andrew, the brother of Simon Peter, who was one of the two who heard 
(chis] from John and followed [Jesus]. He finds first his own brother Simon and 
says to him, “We have found the Messiah (which is, cranslated, Christ}.’ He led 
him co Jesus. Jesus fixed his gaze on him and said, ‘You are Simon, the son of John. 
You shall be called Kephas (which is translated 'Rock’). 


Now John the Baptist sees Jesus for the first time, and gives him a 
atl (‘Lamb of God’), that appears nowhere else in the New 
Testament, except the Book of Revelation (where che Greek word is 
different). We cannot be precisely sure of ics force, but evidently it 
worked as a title, since it found a place in the Christian Eucharistic 
linurgy. The ‘Lamb’ probably evokes the ‘Passover Lamb’, and 
probably also the scapegoat is suggested by the idea chac this Lamb 
‘takes away the sins of che world’. There are other possibilities, bur these 
secm the most likely. We should also pay attention to the second use 
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of the term, because John repeats che phrase to two of his disciples; 
and whatever they understand by it, the upshot is that John loses 
them to Jesus. 

We may also observe that in this passage, unlike the Synoptic 
Gospels, Jesus is not actually said to have been baptised by John, 
but simply identified with the one on whom the Spirit rests. 

We should be astonished to observe that ic is only now, for the 
very first time in che Gospel, that the one called “Word” actually 
speaks. And notice his first rwo utterances: What do you seek?’ (thac 
word, ‘seek’, is very imporranc in the Gospel of John), and ‘Come 
and you will see.’ Those rwo sayings should leap from the page at 
us, and accompany our reading of the Gospel. 

This episode has the further consequence of introducing into the 
story ‘Simon, the brother of Andrew (the evangelist shows no 
surprise at this man’s Greek name), and the application to him of 
the nickname ‘Rock’, We shall warch this characrer with some interest 
from this point onwards. 


Philip and Nathanael meet Jesus 


On the next day, he wanted to go to the Galilee, and finds Philip. And Jesus says to 
him, ‘Follow me.” Now Philip was from Bethsaida, from the city of Andrew and 
Peter. Philip finds Nathanael and says to him, The one Moses wrote about tn the 
Torah, and [the one] the prophets [wrote about] — we've found him, Jesus, the son 
of Joseph, from Nazareth.’ And Nathanael says to him, ‘From Nazareth can any 
good thing come?’ 

Philip says to him, ‘Come and see.’ Jesus saw Nathanael coming and says of him, 
‘See! Truly an Israelite in whom there is no guile.’ Nathanael says ta him, ‘Where 
do you know me from?’ Jesus replied and says to him, Before Philip called you, 
when you were under the fig tree, ] saw you.’ Nathanael replied to him, “Rabbi, you 
are the Son of God, you are King of Israel.’ Jesus replied and said to him, ‘Because 
I told you that [ saw you under the fig tree do you believe? Greater things than this 
you shall see.’ And he says to him, ‘Amen, Amen, | tell you: You shall see heaven 
opened, and the angels of God going up and going down upon the Son of Man.’ 


This is an enigmatic episode. We are not told why Jesus wants to go 
‘to the Galilee’, and chere is not much indication of where we are at 
present. And, apparendy because of these travel plans, he invites 
Philip (another Greek name, we may notice; but he comes from a 
pagan city) to discipleship. Then Philip, going way beyond any evidence 
that we have seen, summons Nathanael, and indicates to him chat 
Jesus is ‘the one Moses wrote about in the Torah’. Like Thomas later 
on (20:24-29), Nathanael expresses increduliry, bur then (again on 
no evidence that we can see), simply when he is told ‘I saw you 
under the fig cree, acclaims Jesus as ‘Rabbi, Son of God, King of 
Israel’. Then something more is added: “You shall see the heavens 
opened, and the angels of God going up and going down upon the 
Son of Man’. No question, of course, but chat chis Son of Man is 
Jesus; and see how, once again, the evangelist links together che two 
‘stages’ on which the drama is played out. 
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The wedding at Cana 


2''? And on the third day, a wedding took place at Cana of the Galilee. And the mother 


1325 


of Jesus was there. Jesus was also invited, and his disciples, to the wedding, and 
when the wine ran out, the mother of Jesus says to him, ‘They don’t have [any] 
wine.’ Jesus says τὸ her, ‘What is char to me and you, woman? My hour 
has not yet come.’ His mother says to che servants, ‘Whatever he tells you, do [it]. 
Now there were six stone water-jars standing in chat place, in accordance with the 
purificacion rites of the Judaeans, going up to cwo or three measures. Jesus says to 
them, ‘Fill up the water-jars wich water.’ And they filled them, right to the top. 
And he says to them, ‘Now draw and take to the master of the feast’, and they took 
it. And when the master of the feast tasted the water, which had become wine, he 
didn’t know where it was from, alchough the servants who had drawn the water 
knew, che master of the feast calls the bridegroom and says to him, ‘People 
generally set out che good wine first, and [then] when people are drunk, the 
inferior. Yow have kepr the good wine cill now. 

This first of the signs Jesus did in Cana of Galilee and revealed his glory, and his 
disciples believed in him. After chis he went down to Caphernaum, and his mother 
and brothers and his disciples, and they remained there for a few days. 


This is an extraordinary story, and we are invited by it to go deeper 
into the mystery of Jesus. [τ starts ‘on the third day’, and a Christian 
teader inevitably reads chis as a reference to the Resurrection. Notice 
the order in which people are named: ‘the mother of Jesus (not 
actually named here, of course, nor at 19:25, che ocher occasion on 
which she ts mentioned; both episodes are important in the un- 
folding of Jesus’ story). 

Next we notice the conversation berween Jesus and his mothet. 
Her observation (it is no more than that) aboure che lack of wine 
receives what sounds like a sharp rebuff, except chat she does not 
tead it so; ‘Whacever he tells you, do it, she says, confidently, to che 
servants. Next, and with no apparent effort at all, we discover that 
we have an enormous quanuty (something like 180 gallons!) of the 
very best wine, to the astonishment of the headwaiter, and no doubr 
that of the bridegroom also. 

The point of the story comes at the end; there is no interest in the 
miracle as such, only in its function as a ‘sign’, to reveal his ‘glory’. 
We shall listen out for chese ewo words; they are important in 
identifying Jesus. We notice that ‘his disciples believed in him’, but 
the same is noc said of his mother, presumably because she was 
already a believer. 


Jesus in the Temple 
And the Passover of the Judaeans was near, and Jesus went up co Jerusalem. And he 


found in the Temple those selling cows and sheep and doves, and che moncy 
changers in their seats. And he made a whip out of ropes and started to chrow 
everyone out of the Temple, including the sheep and cows, and he began to pour 
out the coins of the moncy changers, and co overturn the cables. And ro those who 
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were selling doves he said, ‘Get these things out of here. Don't make my Father's 
house a market place.’ His disciples recalled that it is written, “Zeal for your house 
devours me.’ 

So the Judaeans responded and said to him, ‘What sign do you show us, that you 
do these things?’ Jesus replied and said to them, ‘Undo this Temple, and in three 
days I will raise it up.’ So the Judaeans said to him, ‘Forry-six years this Temple was 
[being] built — and you'll raise ic up in three days?’ Buc he was speaking about the 
temple of his body. So when he was raised from the dead, his disciples recalled that 
he had been saying this. And they believed the Scripture and the word that Jesus 
said. 

And when he was in Jerusalem at the Passover, at the feast, many came to faith in 
his name, seeing his signs that he was doing. Jesus, however, did nor entrust himself 
to them, because he knew everybody, and he had no need for anyone to bear 
witness co him about humans — for he knew what was in human beings. 


Suddenly Jesus is in Jerusalem, and we are on the point of 
celebrating Passover (which happens three times in the Gospel of 
John, bur only once in the Synoptics). Then he makes his powerful 
prophetic gesture, whipping people ouc of the Temple. The natural 
response on the part of ‘the Judaeans’ is to ask for his authority for 
doing something like this. The reader knows the answer already: he 
is Son of God (and the Temple is ‘my Father's house’), but Jesus 
opponents can only see what a large claim he is making. 

The disciples receive two insights here: first, they can apply Psalm 
69:9 to whar has happened. Second, after the Resurrection, they can 
look back to this episode and understand. This theme of Resur- 
rection was hinted at in Cana; now it is played loud and clear. 

Notice the phrase indicating that ‘they believed the Scripture and 
the word that Jesus said’. He is already extraordinarily auchoritative. 

There is also an ominous warning: ‘many came to faith tn his 
name... Jesus did not, however, entrust himself to them’. The same 
verb is used for ‘coming to faith’ and for ‘entrust’; the theme of faith, 


and of the refusal of faith, are going to be important in che rest of 
the Gospel. 


Nicodemus by night 


There was a man from the Pharisees, Nicodemus his name, a ruler of the Judaeans. 
This [Nicodemus] came to him by night and said to him, “Rabbi, we know that 
you have come as a teacher from God. For no one can do these signs that you do 
untess God is with him.’ Jesus replied and said to him, ‘Amen, Amen, [ tell you; 
unless a person is born from above, he cannot see the kingdom of heaven.’ 
Nicodemus says to him, “How can a human being be born when they are old? 
Surely they can't enter their mother’s womb a second time and be born? Jesus 
replied, ‘Amen, Amen, I tell you, unless [they are] born of water and Spirit, they 
cannot encer the kingdom of God. What is born of Aesh is Hesh, and what is born 
of the Spirit is spirit. Don’t be astonished that [ said to you, “You must be born 
again from above.” The Spirit blows where ir wants, and you hear its sound. But 
you don't know where it comes from or where it’s going. That's the way everyone is 
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who is born of the Spirit.” Nicodemus replied and said to him, ‘How can these 
things be?’ Jesus replied and said co him, * You are the Teacher of Israel, and you do 
not know these chings? Amen, Amen, | tel] you: we speak what we know and we 
bear witness to what we have seen, and you [people] do not accept our witness. If 1 
speak τὸ you of earthly things and you don't believe, how will you believe if I speak 
to you of heavenly chings?’ 

And no one has gone up to heaven, except the one who came down from 
heaven, the Son of Man. And as Moses lifted up the serpenc in che desert, so the 
Son of Man must be lifted up, so that everyone who believes may have eternal life. 
For God so loved the world thar he gave che only-begotten Son, so that everyone 
who believes in him may not be destroyed, but may have eternal life. For God did 
not send his Son into the world in order that he should judge the World, but in 
order chat the world should be saved chrough him. The one who believes in him is 
not judged. But the one who does not believe is already judged, because he has nor 
believed in the name of the Only-Begotten Son of God. This is judgement, that 
the Light entered the World, and human beings loved Darkness more than Light -- 
for their deeds were wicked, For everyone who does evil things hates the Light and 
does not come co the Light, so that his deeds may not be exposed. Those who do 
Truth come to the Light, so that their deeds may be revealed, because [their deeds] 
are done in God. 


This is the first clear example in the Gospel of John of what is 
sometimes called ‘Johannine irony. This occurs when jesus is 
talking to someone who completely fails to understand him, while 
the reader understands perfectly well. This reveals the ‘two stages on 
which che Gospel operates. If you belong ‘up there’, you understand 
Jesus; if you belong ‘down here’, you do not. The evangelist perhaps 
labours the point by having Nicodemus come ‘by night’. The stage 
‘down here’ is threatened by darkness, unacquainted with light. So 
Nicodemus has no idea what is meant by being born ‘again’ or ‘from 
above’ (che Greek word could mean either}. 

We should not, however, get too impressed with our own ability 
to understand Jesus. At the end of Chapter 1, and the beginning of 
Chapter 2, we are uncomprehending eavesdroppers on the conver- 
sations berween Jesus and Nathanael and Jesus and his mother, so 
there the irony is on us. 

Notice che opening phrase, ‘a man from the Pharisees’: the word 
for ‘man’ is the same word that I translated ‘humans’ and ‘human 
beings’ in the previous sentence. Nicodemus is therefore an example 
of those to whom Jesus does not entrust himself. 

You will see from the punctuation that T have taken the final 
paragraph as evangelist’s commentary, racher than the continuation 
of Jesus’ words to Nicodemus. Certainly, many of the ideas in chis 
paragraph are very important in the Gospel: ‘going up’, and ‘coming 
down’; ‘lifting up’ (understood, we shall learn later, as crucifixion), 
‘Son of Man’, ‘eternal life’, especially when associated wich ‘belief’ 
or ‘faith’ (che same word in Greek), ‘world’, ‘sending’ (especially 
God sending the Son), ‘judgement’, ‘Light’, ‘Darkness, “Iruch, 
‘deeds’, ‘reveal’. 
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Joho the Baptist once more 


After this, Jesus came, and his disciples, into the Judaean territory; and there he 
was spending [ume] with them, and baprising. And John was also baptising, at 
Aenon near Saleim, because there were many waters there, and chey were 
appearing and being baptised, for John had not yet been Aung into prison. So there 
arose a controversy on the part of the disciples of John with a Jew abour purifica- 
tton. And they came to John and said to him, “Rabbi, the one who was with you 
across the Jordan, to whom you have borne witness, look! Hes baptising -- and 
they're all coming to him.’ John replied and said, ‘A person cannot accept a single 
thing, unless it be given them from heaven. You bear witness to me thar J said, “I 
am not the Messiah but chat I am sent before him.” The one who has the bride is 
the bridegroom: but the friend of the bridegroom, who stops and hears him, 
rejoices with joy because of the bridegroom's voice. So this joy of mine is fulfilled. 
He must increase and ] must decrease.’ 

The one who comes from above is above everything. The one who is from the 
earth is from the earth and speaks from the earth. The one who comes from 
heaven, what he has seen and heard, that he testihes, and no one accepts his 
testimony [or: ‘evidence’, ‘witness’]. The one who accepts his testimony certifies 
that God is True. For the one whom God has sent speaks God's words — for he 
pives the Spiric with unstinting generosicy. The Father loves the Son, and has given 
everything in his hand. The one who believes in the Son has eternal life. Buc the 
one who disobeys the Son will not see life — but the wrath of God remains on him. 


Throughout che New Testament, the figure of John the Baptisc is 
important for helping Christians to see who Jesus is. So ance more 
the Gospel reverts to John, to help the reader go deeper into the 
mystery by way of the contrast beqween Jesus and John. The episode 
starts with a disagreemenc of some kind, and the Baptist’s disciples 
complaining about Jesus. This produces his final verdict on Jesus: he 
is the “Messiah, the ‘Bridegroom’, and ‘he must increase and | must 
decrease’. 

Then comes what I have taken as a paragraph of commentary by 
the evangelist, reverting to our ‘two stages’, above and below, heavenly 
and earthly. Once again we have the theme of testimony {or 
‘evidence or ‘witness), of “Truch’, of ‘love’ and the connection 
between ‘belief’ and ‘life’, 


An encounter by a well; deeper into the mystery 


So when Jesus knew that che Pharisees had heard that Jesus was making and 
bapusing more disciples than John (and yer it was not Jesus himself who was 
baptising, but his disciples), he abandoned Judaea and went back to the Galilee, 
and he had to pass through Samaria. So he comes to a cicy of Samaria called 
Sychar, near the place which Jacob had given co Joseph his son. Jacob's well was 
there. So Jesus, worn out from the journey, sat, just like that, on the well. [τ was 
about che sixth hour (12 noon). There comes a woman from Samaria co draw 
water. Jesus says to her, “Give me a drink.’ For his disciples had gone into the city, 
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to buy food. So the Samaritan woman says to him, ‘How come you who are a 
Judaean ask for a drink from me, a Samaritan woman?’ (For Judaean males do not 
have intercourse with Samaritan females.) Jesus replied and said ro her, ‘If you 
knew che gift of God, and who ic is that says to you “Give me to drink’, you would 
ask him, and he would give you Living Water.’ She says to him, ‘Lord, you have no 
bucket and the well is deep. From where do you have [this] Living Water? Are you 
[can you be?] greater chan our ancestor Jacob, who gave us the well, and he used to 
drink of it, and his sons and his animals?’ Jesus replied and said to her, ‘Everyone 
who drinks of this water here will be thirsty again. But whoever drinks of the water 
which / shall give chem will never thirst and it will become in chem a fountain of 
warer which bubbles up to etemal life.’ The woman says τὰ him, ‘Lord, give me 
this water that 1 may not be thirsty, and not come here co draw [water].’ 

He says to her, ἴσο, call your man and come here.’ The woman answered and 
said τὸ him, 1] dont have a man.” Jesus said, ‘Well said: “1 don’t have a man.” For 
youve had five men; and now the one you have isnt your man. You spoke [the] 
truth there.’ The woman says to him, ‘Lord, | see chat you are a prophet. Our 
ancestors worshipped on this mountain; and you people say that it is in Jerusalem, 
the ‘place’ where worship must happen.’ Jesus says to her, ‘Have faith in me, 
woman; because the hour is coming when you people will worship the Father, nor 
on this mountain, and not in Jerusalem. You people worship thar which you do 
not know. We worship what we do know, because salvation is from the Jews. But 
the hour ts coming, and is [here] now, when genuine worshippers will worship the 
Facher in spirit and truth. For che Father seeks people like this who worship him. 
God is Spirit, and those who worship God must worship in Spirit and in Truth.’ 
She says to him, ‘I know that Messiah is coming, the one called Christ. When chat 
one comes, he will announce everything to us.’ Jesus says to her, ‘| AM, the one 
who is speaking to you.’ 

And ac this, his disciples came; and they were startled chat he was actually calking 
to a woman. Bur no one said, “What are you looking for?’, or “Why are you 
speaking with her?’ 

So the woman abandoned her bucket and went off into the city and says to the 
people, ‘Come here and see a person who has told me all the things | have done. 
Do you think he's the Messiah?” They went out of the city and they came to him. 

In the meantime his disciples were asking him, saying, ‘Rabbi, eat.’ Buc he said 
to them, ‘| have food to eat which you do not know.’ So the disciples said to each 
other, “Do you think someone has brought him something τὸ eat? Jesus says to 
therm, ‘My food is that I should do che will of the one who sent me, and complete 
his work. Don’t you people say, “Another four months and the harvest is coming”? 
Look, I reil you, lift up your eyes and see the fields -- they are white for the harvest. 
Already the Reaper is taking his wages and gathering fruit for eternal life, so that 
the sower may rejoice together with che reaper. For in this the saying is crue, thar 
“The Sower is one person, and the Reaper another”. | sent you to reap where you 
did not labour. Others have laboured, and you have entered into [the fruits of] 
their labour.’ 

From that city, many of the Samantans came to faith in him because of che 
report [or: ‘word') of the woman, who testified, ‘He told me all the things that ] 
had done.’ So when the Samantans came to him, they asked him to stay with 
them. And he stayed there for rwo days. And many more came to faith because of 
his word. And to the woman they said, ‘It's no longer because of your talk that we 
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believe. For we ourselves have heard, and we know chat this one is truly the Saviour 
of the World.’ 


The Gospel aims to take us deeper into the mystery of who Jesus is. 
Here is a story where we can see it happening. It starts with an 
awkward and baffling introduction, which may remind us of the 
introduction to the Nathanael story, at 1:43. 

[τ continues awkward: ‘boy meets girl’, so to say, by the well; and 
in che Old Testament such a situation always leads to a betrothal. And 
then there is the mysterious sentence about Judaean males and 
Samaritan women (1 have to admit that this is not the only way of 
translating it; bur a Greek reader or hearer would not have missed 
this possibilicy). 

Slowly, however, the mist clears. The woman comes to the well at 
midday, a time which, as any African will tell you, is wrong for chat 
kind of heavy work. She is told, perhaps slightly abruptly, to ‘give 
me a drink’, which Jesus never gets. (We may think of Jesus’ thirsc 
on the cross (19:28) and the remark in Matthew 25:42 ‘T was thirsty, 
and you gave me no drink’. Perhaps ic ts accurate to think of Jesus as 
thirsting for our kindness and compassion, bur failing to get it.) 
There is ‘Johannine irony when Jesus refers to “Living Water and che 
woman understands this in terms of buckets. We notice, however, 
that she is exceptionally quick on the uptake: she calls him ‘Lord’ (the 
first person in the Gospel to do so); she identifies him as perhaps 
greater than Jacob; she picks up his talk of ‘eternal life’. 

Then she is able to follow Jesus through his abrupt change of 
subject to the question of the men in her life, and identifies him as a 
prophet. This enables her to pose a question about appropriate 
worship, which takes the discussion on to an even higher level. 
Finally, she is almost there, implicitly raising the question of 
whether Jesus is indeed Messiah. To this, now that she 1s ready to 
understand, Jesus responds with ‘EGO EIMI’ ( AM’); this is not 
simply saying ‘you've got it, bur is also making a claim about 
divinity. Juste at this very important moment, the disciples intrude 
(there is no other word for it), and purse their lips at the company 
he is keeping. 

Next, very significantly, the woman abandons her bucket, symbol 
of her former life (she has previously noticed chat Jesus has no 
bucket), and takes up the new cask of being a missionary. 

The disciples, in sharp contrast to che woman, do not understand 
anything of what is going on, and have to have the ‘harvest’ 
explained to them. Meanwhile, of course, the woman (and a foreigner 
at that) is actually reaping the harvest. It may be of interest to the 
reader to know that the word for ‘labour’, something they show no 
signs of doing, is closely connected wich che word cranslated ‘worn 
out, referring to Jesus at the beginning of the story. 

Finally, the story ends with another title for Jesus. We have seen 
hum identified in this episode as ‘Lord’, ‘Greater-than-Jacob’, ‘Propher’, 
‘Messiah’ and ‘Ego Eimi’. Now he is described as ‘Saviour of the 
World’. 
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Another awkward introduction; and a ‘second’ sign 
After che two days, he went our from there into the Galilee. For Jesus himself had 


borne witness thar a prophet has no honour in his own country. Therefore when he 
came to the Galilee, the Galileans received him, having seen everything chat he had 
done in Jerusalem at the feast; you see, they chemselves had gone to the feast. 

So he went back into Cana in the Galilee, where he had made the water [into] 
wine. And there was a certain princeling whose son was sick in Caphernaum. This 
one, hearing that Jesus had come our of Judaea into the Galilee, went off to him 
and asked him to come down and heal his son; for he was abour to dic. So Jesus 
said to him, ‘Unless you see signs and portents, you will nor believe.” The prince- 
ling says to him, “Lord, come down before my little child dies.’ Jesus says τὸ him, 
‘Go — your son lives.’ The man believed the word which Jesus spoke to him, and 
went. As he was already coming down, his slaves met him, saying his child was 
alive. So he found out che time from chem at which he had begun to improve. So 
they told him, ‘Yesterday at che seventh hour the fever left him.’ So the father knew 
chat i¢ was at that hour at which Jesus had said to him, “Your son lives.’ And he 
came to faith, as did his entire household. Jesus did chis again as his second sign, 
coming out of Judaea into the Galilee. 


John narrates another sign, ‘the second’, according to che cvangelist 
(even though Nicodemus thought there had been lots — 3:2; see also 
2:23). Yet again τῆς introduction is awkward. He is going to the 
Galilee, apparently becasse of his belief char he will not be honoured 
there. Contrary to what we are expecting, however, the Galileans 
accept him, because they had been in the Galilee at che time of the 
feast (when Jesus had made his gesture in the Temple). After that, 
the healing of the ‘princeling’s son is effortlessly accomplished, and 
at precisely the time when Jesus said rhat he was alive. The effect is 
‘faith’ on the princeling’s part, and that of his entire household. 
Finally, the evangelist emphasises that this took place in the Galilee, 
not jJudaca. 


The cure of ‘Old Grumpy’, and Jesus’ defence of his actions 


After this, chere was a feast of the Jews, and Jesus went up co Jerusalem. There is in 
Jerusalem, at the Sheep [Gate] a pool which is called in Hebrew Beth Zatha, which 
has five porticoes. In these [porticoes) chere lay a number of ailing people, blind. 
lame, paralysed. And there was a certain man who had been thirty-cight years in 
his ailment. Seeing him lying [there], and knowing chat he was already [there] a 
long time, he says to him, ‘Do you want to be healthy?’ The ailing one said to him, 
‘Lord, 1 dont have anyone, when τῆς water is disturbed, to throw me into the pool. 
And while 1 am on the way, someone else goes down ahead of me. Jesus says τὸ 
him, ‘Arise, take up your martress, and walk.’ And straightaway the man became 
healthy, and he took up his mattress and walked. Now it was a Sabbath on thar 
day, So the Judaeans said to the cured man, ‘It is Sabbath: and it is not permitted 
for you to lift up your mattress.. He answered them, ‘The one who made me 
healthy, that one told me, “Lift up your mattress and walk."" They asked him, 
‘Who is the man who said to you, “Lift up and walk” Bur the healed man did not 
know who it was, for Jesus had withdrawn, there being a crowd in the place. After 
this, Jesus finds him in che Temple and said to him, ‘Look! You have become 
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healthy. Don't sin any more, so that nothing worse may happen τὸ you.’ The man 
went off and told the Judaeans chat Jesus was the one who had made him healthy. 

And because of chis the Judaeans went after Jesus, because he used to do these 
things on che Sabbath. He responded to chem, “My Father is working up to now, 
and [now] | [also] am at work.’ So because of chis the Judaeans sought even more 
to kill him; because noc only did he undo the Sabbaeh — but he also spoke of God 
as his own Father, making himself equal to God. So Jesus replied and said to them, 
‘Amen, Amen, I say to you: the Son can do nothing unless he sees the Father doing 
something. For whatever That One does, the Son likewise does these things. For 
the Facher loves the Son, and shows him all the things which he does; and he will 
show him greater things, so that you may wonder. For as the Facher raises the dead 
and gives them life, so che Son gives life to those whom he wishes. For neither does 
the Father judge anyone, but he has given all judgement to the Son, so that all may 
honour the Son as they honour the Father. The one who does not honour the Son 
does not honour the Father who sent him. 

‘Amen, Amen, I tell you, the one who hears my word and believes in the one 
who sent me has erernal life, and does not come to judgement, but has transferred 
out of death into life. 

‘Amen, Amen, I tell you, che hour is coming and now is when the dead will hear 
the voice of the Son of Gad, and those who hear [it] will live. For as che Father has 
life in himself, so he has given life to the Son, to have in himself. And he gave him 
authority to do judgement, because he ts Son of Man. 

‘Do nor wonder at this, because che hour is coming tn which all those in the 
tombs will hear his voice; and they will come out, those who did good to a 
Resurrection of Life, and those who did evil to a Resurrection of Judgement. 

Ἵ cannoc do anything of myself. As I hear I judge, and my judgement is just, 
because I do not seek my will, buc the will of the One who senc me. If I bear 
witness about myself, my witness is not true. There is Another who bears witness 
about me, and I know that his witness is true, which he witnesses abour me. You 
people sent to John, and he witnessed to the truth. I do not take witness from 
[any] human being — but I say these things so chat you people may be saved. He 
was the lamp, burning and shining; but you people wanted to rejoice for an hour 
in his light. But I have a witness greater than [that] of John. For the works which 
the Father gave me for me to complete them, the very works that I do, bear witness 
about me that the Father sent me. And the Father who sent me, he has borne 
witness about me. You have never heard his voice, nor have you seen his shape. 
And you do not have his word abiding in you, because the One whom he sent, this 
is che One whom you people do not believe. You people investigate the scriptures, 
because you think thar you have eternal life in chem — and those are the [scriptures] 
that witness about me. And you people do not wish to come to me in order chat 
you might have life. 

Ἵ do not accept glory fram human beings: but I know you people — you do not 
have the love of God in yourselves. [ came in the name of my Father, and you did 
not believe me. If another [person] came in his own name, him you will receive. 
How is it that you people can believe, taking glory from each other, and you do 
nor seek the glory [that comes] from the only God? Do not chink that I shall 
accuse you people to the Father. It is Moses who is your accuser, Moses in whom 
you hoped. For if you believed Mases, you would believe me. For he wrote about 
me. But if you do not believe his writings, how will you believe my words?’ 
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I call this man ‘Old Grumpy’. Some readers leap to his defence, and 
call chis a harsh judgement, but consider: he whines, when Jesus 
asks him if he wants τὸ be healthy, abour his lack of servants; he 
reports his benefactor to the ‘Judaeans’; he fails to recognise what 
has happened to him, or τὸ show the slightest gratitude, ducking the 
Sabbath controversy; and, finally, he sneaks on Jesus to the authorities. 
He is not a sympathetic character. 

This episode provokes a murderous campaign against Jesus, partly 
because he exercises a claim over the Sabbath, and partly because he 
refers to God as ‘Father’. The alert reader may also observe that he 
claims that God may also have been at work on the first ever 
Sabbath (see 1:17, and read Genesis 2:2 -- carefully). 

In response, Jesus pives the first of the major discourses that run 
through this Gospel, not merely in self-defence, but explaining the 
rclarionship of the Son to the Father, and the Son's ‘subordination’ 
to the Father. Once again we meet the ideas of ‘sending’ and of ‘life’. 
Here there is an explicit link made to Resurrection. Once again 
there is talk of ‘witness’ and of ‘truth’ and of ‘glory’. Finally we note 
the audacious claim that Moses is. after all, on Jesus side. 


Jesus feeds che five chousand 
After chis, Jesus went off across the Sea of Galilee, of Tiberias. And there followed 


him a great crowd, because they were observing the signs that he was doing with 
regard to the ailing. And Jesus went up into the mounrain and there he sac down 
with his disciples. And the Passover was near, the feast of the Jews. And so, lifting 
up his eyes, Jesus, and seeing that a great crowd was coming before him, says to 
Philip, “From where are we to buy loaves so that these ones may cat?’ He said this 
testing him; for he himself knew what he was about to do. Philip replied co him, 
“Two hundred denarii’s worth of loaves are not sufficient for them, for each of 
them τὸ cake a tiny bit.’ One of his disciples says τὰ him (Andrew, the brother of 
Simon Peter), ‘There is a little boy here who has five barley loaves and cwo dried 
fish — but what are these in the face of so many people?” Jesus said, ‘Make the 
people take their places.’ There was much grass in the area. So the men took theic 
place, in number about five thousand. So Jesus took the loaves, and having given 
thanks, distributed to the puests, and likewise of the dried fish — as much as chey 
wanted. And when chey had eaten their All, he says to his disciples, ‘Gather the 
fragments that are surplus, so that notching be lost.’ So they gathered, and they 
filled twelve baskets of fragments from the five barley loaves that were surplus to 
[the needs οἱ] those who had eaten. So the people, seeing [che] sign he had done, 
said, “This is indeed the prophet who is coming into the world.’ So Jesus, knowing 
that they were about τὸ come and take him away to make him king, withdrew 
again into the mountain, just himself alone. 


This story is also in the Synoptic Gospels, and, as in the Synoptic 
versions, it ts followed by the episode where Jesus walks on the 
water. In John, however, the two episodes together form a platform 
for τῆς long discourse about the Bread of Life. Once again, John 
offers a slightly mysterious geographical indicator by way of intro- 
duction; once again he gives the impression chat a whole serics of 
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‘signs’ has been taking place, possibly because he expects his readers 
to know the traditional Synoptic narrative. We notice the test for 
Philip, who, like Andrew mentioned a few lines later, has a Greek 
name. Philip's increduliry ac Jesus’ suggestion shows that he has 
failed che test (as does Andrew); bur the evangelist emphasises that 
Jesus, by contrast, ‘knew what he was about to do’. This knowledge 
of Jesus is a regular theme in the Gospel; and it is ofered also to the 
Gospel’s readers (more ‘Johannine irony). Less knowledgeable, 
however, is the crowd who, on seeing the ‘sign’, correccly identify 
Jesus as ‘the prophet who is coming into the world’, and chen, 
incorrectly, seek to make him king, As we shall see at the end of his 
life, he is indeed king, but not in the sense which they understand, 
So at the end of our episode, Jesus is symbolically left on the 
mountain, ‘just himself alone’. No one else really understands him. 


‘T AM -- do not be afraid’ 


And when it grew late his disciples came down to the sea. And going on board a 
boat they went across the sea to Caphernaum. And darkness had already fallen, 
and Jesus had ποῖ yet come to them. And the sea was becoming aroused, with a 
strong wind blowing. And so when they had rowed about three or four miles, they 
see Jesus walking on the sea and coming near the boat. And they were afraid; but 
he says to them, ‘I AM — do nor be afraid.’ So they wanted to take him into the 
boat — and immediately the boat was on the land for which they were making! 


For the first time, che disciples do something on their own in the 
Gospel, and they encounter darkness and fear; co be fair to them, 
the fear is provoked by Jesus ‘walking on the water and coming near 
the boat’. Their fear provakes a response from Jesus; he uses che 
same words, ‘I AM’ that we find in the equivalent passage, Mark 
6:49; buc it means so much more here — in John’s Gospel, “I AM’ 
has become a divine title. 

Then, quite remarkably, as though to underscore che significance 
of the citle, the boat suddenly arrives where they were going; this 
deepens OUT Sense that extraordinary things are afoot. 


The words about the ‘Bread of Life’ 


On che next day, che crowd that had stood on the other side of the sea saw thar 
there was no other boat (except for one), and chat Jesus had not gone into the boat 
with his disciples, but his disciples had gone off on their awn. Other boats came 
from Tiberias, near the place where they had eaten the bread, when the Lord gave 
thanks. So when the crowd saw thar Jesus was nor chere, nor his disciples, chey 
embarked on the boats, and came to Caphernaum seeking Jesus. And finding him 
across the sea, they said to him, “Rabbi, when did you come to be here?’ Jesus 
replied and said, ‘Amen, Amen, I say to you, you seek me, not because you saw 
signs, but because you ate of the loaves and were filled. Don’t work for the food 
that decays; but [work for] the food that remains for eternal life, which the Son of 
Man will give you. For the Father, God, has sealed this One. So they said τὸ him, 
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‘Whar are we to do chat we may work the works of God?’ Jesus replied and said to 
them, ‘This is the work of God, chat you should believe in the one whom [God] 
has sent.’ So they said co him, ‘So — what sign are you doing, that we may see and 
believe you? What work are you doing? Our fathers used to cat manna in the 
desert, as it is written, “bread from heaven he gave chem to eat”.’ So Jesus said to 
them, ‘Amen, Amen, I tel] you, ic was nor Moses who gave you the “bread from 
heaven”. Instead, it is my Facher who gives you the “bread from heaven” -- the truc 
bread. For God's bread is che one who comes down from heaven and gives life τὸ 
the world.’ So they said τὸ him, ‘Lord, always give us chis bread.’ 

Jesus said to them, 1 AM the Bread of Life. The one who comes to me, will 
never be hungry, and the one who believes in me, will never be thirsty. Bur | spoke 
to you because you also saw me, and you do not believe. Everything chat the Father 
gives me will come to me, and the one who comes to me, I will never expel them 
outside. Because I have come down from heaven, not to do my will bur [τὸ do] che 
will of che One who sent me. Now this is the will of the One who sent me, that | 
shall not lose anything that he has given me; instead, I shall caise them up on the 
last day. For this is the will of my Father, that everyone who sees the Son and 
believes in him has eternal life -- and I shall raise him or her up on the last day. 

So the Judaeans grumbled about him, that he said, ‘] AM the bread that came 
down from heaven.” And they were saying, ‘Isn't this Jesus che son of Jaseph? Don't 
we know his father and mother? How come he's now saying “! have come down 
from heaven”?’ Jesus replied and said to them, ‘Don't grumble to one another. No 
one can come to me unless the Father who sent me drags them. And 1 shall raise 
them up on the last day. It is written in the prophets, “And they shall all be caught 
by God.” Everyone who hears and learns from the Father comes to me. Not that 
anyone has seen the Father, excepr for the One who is from God — he has seen the 
Facher. 

Amen, Amen, | tell you, che one who believes has eternal life. | AM the Bread of 
Life. Your ancestors ate the manna in the desert — and they died. This is the bread 
that comes down from heaven, that someone might eat of it and live. | AM the 
living bread that comes down from heaven. If someone eats from this bread they 
will live for ever. And the bread which 1 shall give is my flesh, on behalf of the life 
of the whole world.’ 

So the Judaeans foughe with each other, saying, ‘How can this fellow give us his 
Alesh to eat?’ So Jesus said to them, ‘Amen, Amen, I say to you, unless you eat the 
flesh of the Son of Man and drink his blood you do not have life in yourselves. The 
one who munches my flesh and drinks my blood has ecernal life. And I shall raise 
them up on the last day. For my flesh is true food and my blood ts true drink. The 
one who munches my flesh and drinks my blood remains in me, and | in them. 
Just as che Living Father sent me, I also live because of the Father. And the one who 
munches me, that person will also live because of me. This is the bread that came 
down from heaven, not as the ancestors ate and died. The one who munches chis 
bread will live for ever.’ 


These chings he said in a synagogue, teaching at Caphetrnaum. 


Once again John gives us a mysterious introduction. The long speech 
that is now recounted is prefaced by a baffled question, ‘Rabbi, 
when did you come to be here?’, as a flotilla of vessels is ‘seeking’ 
(chat important word again) Jesus. The episode starts with dialogue, 
as the crowd wrestle with the mystery, and are charged wich failing 
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to see ‘signs’. Once more there is reference co ‘eternal |ife’, and to 
belief in che one whom God has sent; once more there is the 
contrast with Moses, though the reader already knows chat Jesus ts 
superior to Moses. Finally, we plunge deeper than ever into the 
mystery, with che electrifying stacement, ‘] AM the Bread of Life’. 
This raises the question: how can Jesus have ‘come down from 
heaven’ (the upper stage) if he is also Joseph's son, and they know 
his parents {the lower stage)? 

Then the metaphor about bread is treated in a different way: the 
bread has not only come down from heaven; it must also be eaten, 
by those who would live for ever. Jesus’ language becomes almost 
crude, as he lays down the challenge. From the very earliese days, 
Christians have read this as referring to the Eucharist chat has been 
celebrated every Sunday since that first Easter day. 

‘Bread from heaven he gave them ro eat could come from Exodus 
16:4, Nehemiah 9:15, Psalm 78:24 or Psalm 105:40. And chey shall 
all be caught by God’ refers to Isaiah 54:13, and perhaps Jeremiah 
31:33, 34, on the ‘New Covenante’. 


The words about “Bread of Life’ repel Jesus’ hearers 


Therefore many of his disciples who heard [chis] said, “This is a harsh message [or: 
‘Word’]. Who can hear him?’ Buc Jesus, knowing in himself that his disciples were 
grumbling about this, said to them, “Does this scandalise you? And so [whar} if you 
see the Son of Man going up where he was before? The Spirit is the one chat makes 
alive — che flesh is of no use ac all. The words chat 1 have spoken are spirit and life. 
Bur there are some of you who do not have faith.’ (For Jesus knew from the 
beginning who they were who did not have faich, and who was the one who would 
betray him.) And he said, ‘Because of this I told you that nobody can come to me 
unless it be granced them from the Father.’ As a result of this many of his disciples 
went off backwards, and no longer walked with him. So Jesus said to the Twelve, 
‘Surely you dont want to go, too?’ Simon Peter replied to him, ‘Lord, to whom 
shall we go? You have the words of eternal life. And we have come to believe and to 
know that you are the Holy One of God.’ Jesus answered them, ‘Did I not choose 
you, the Twelve? And of you, one 1s a devil.’ He was referring to Judas, son of 
Simon Iscariot. For he was about to betray him — one of the Twelve! 


Both in the Gospel of John and in the Synoptic Gospels, Jesus 
always brings division. Some accept him; he horrihes others. The 
‘Word’ (or: “message’) is coo harsh, they feel. Buc in John’s Gospel, 
Jesus does not retreat an inch and insists on the realicy that the Son 
of Man belongs elsewhere (going up where he was before’ -- the 
upper stage). This leads to an exodus of disciples, and Jesus is apparencly 
left only with the Twelve. In cheir name, and in ours, Simon Peter 
indicates that there isn’t much choice, and leads us deeper into the 
mystery with his afirmation {and we notice his use of the words 
‘believe’ and ‘know’) τῇδε Jesus is che ‘Holy One of God’. We 
applaud the recognition and che loyalty, even as we are chilled by 
the revelation that ‘of you, one is a devil’. 
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Jesus seen through the eyes of his brothers and of the ‘Judacans’ 


And after this Jesus was walking about in the Galilee, for he did not wish to walk 
about in Judaea, because the Judaeans were seeking to kill him. And che feast of rhe 
Judaeans was near, Tabernacles. So his brothers said to him, ‘Move on from here 
and go into Judaca, so that your disciples alsa may see the works that you do. For 
no one does anything in secret, and himself seeks to be publicly known. If you are 
doing these things, show yourself to the world.’ For neither did his brothers believe 
in him. And so Jesus says to chem, ‘My time is ποῖ yet here; but as for you people, 
your time is always ready. The world cannot hate you -- buc it hates me, because | 
bear witness about [the World] thar its works are wicked, You all go up to the feast. 
[ am not going up to this feast, because my time is noc yet fulfilled.’ 

When he said this, he himself was for remaining in the Galilee. However, when 
his brothers went up to the feast, then he also went up, not openly, but in secret. 
So the Judaeans were seeking for him, and chey were saying, “Where is he?” And 
there was a good deal of grumbling talk about him in the crowds. Some were 
saying, Hes good, while others were saying, ‘No — on the contrary, he's leading 
the crowd astray.’ But no one spoke out publicly, because of fear of the Judaeans. 

When the feast was already halfway through, Jesus wenc up into the Temple and 
began to teach. So the Judaeans were astonished, saying, ‘How does chis man know 
letters, when he has never learnt?’ 

So Jesus answered them and said, ‘My teaching is not mine. No -- it is [the 
teaching] of the One who sent me. If someone wanes to do his will, chey will know 
about the teaching, whether it is from God or whether I speak from myself. The 
person who speaks for him or herself seeks theic own glory. The one who seeks the 
glory of che one who sent chem, that one is true (or: ‘genuine’], and unrighteous- 
ness is not in that person. Did not Moses give you people the Torah? And none of 
you does the Torah. Why do you seek τὸ kill me?’ 

The crowd answered, ‘You have a demon! Who's “seeking to kill” you? 

Jesus answered and said to chem, ‘I did a single deed, and youre all astonished. 
This was the reason that Moses gave you the circumcision — not that it ts from 
Moses, bur from the ancestors — and you circumcise a man on the Sabbath. Ifa 
man receives circumcision on the Sabbath, so that the Torah of Moses may ποι be 
broken, are you getting cross with me because | made a whole person healthy on 
the Sabbath? Don't judge by sight; instead, judge [with] a mghteous judgement. 

So some of the Jerusalemites said, ‘Isn't chis the one they are seeking to kill? And 
look — he's talking openly and chcy say nothing to him! Surely the rulers havent 
realised that rhis is the Messiah? No — we know where this one comes from. Bur 
when the Messiah comes, no one knows where he's from.’ 

So Jesus cried out in the Temple as he was teaching, and said, “You both know 
me and know where I'm from. And 1 didn't come from myself; no -- the one who 
sent me is genuine (or: ‘true’], the One whom you people dont know. | know him, 
because 1 am from him and he sent me.’ 

So they sought to arrest him, and πὸ one laid a hand on him, because his hour 
had noc yer come. Of the crowd, some believed in him, and they said, ‘The 
Messiah, when he comes, surely won't do more signs chan what chis one has done, 
will he?” The Pharisees heard the crowd uttering these dark remarks about him. 
And the chief priests and che Pharisees sent servanes to arrest him. So Jesus said, 
‘Just a little time still [ am with you; and (then) J go co the One who sent me. You 
will seek me, and you will not find me. And where | am, you are unable to go. 
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And so the Judaeans said to themselves, ‘Where is chis one going char we shan’t 
find him? Surely he’s not about to go to the Diaspora of the Greeks and teach the 
Greeks, is he? What is this word thar he spoke, “You will seek me and you will not 
find” and “Where | am you are unable to come’? 

And on the great last day of the feast, Jesus stood up and cried out, saying, ‘If 
anyone is thirsting, ler them come τὸ me and drink. The one who believes in me, as 
the Scripture said, “Streams from his belly shall fow, of running water.” Now he 
said this about the Spirit which those who believed in him were about to receive. 
For the Spirit was not yet, because Jesus was not yet glorified. 

And so from the crowd, people who heard these words started to say, “This man 
is truly che Prophet.’ Others were saying, “This man is che Messiah.’ Others said, 
‘No -- surely Messiah doesn't come from the Galilee? Doesnt the Scripcure say chat 
[it’s] from the seed of David, and from Bethlehem, the village where David was, 
that the Messiah comes?’ And so a division happened in the crowd on his account. 
But some of them wanted to arrest him, but no one laid hands upon him. And so 
the servants came to the high priests and Pharisees, and they said to chem, “Why 
didn’t you bring him?’ The servants replied, ‘Never did a human being speak so.’ 
And so the Pharisees answered them, ‘Are you also led astray? Has any of the rulers 
come τὸ faith in him? Or any of the Pharisees? But this crowd, which daesn't know 
the Law, they're all accursed.’ Nicodemus says to them, the one who had come to 
them before, being one of them, ‘Surely our Law doesnt judge the man without 
first hearing from him and finding out what he's doing?’ They replied and said, 
‘You're nat from the Galilee too, are you? Investigate and see that from the Galilee 
a prophet is not raised up. 


Once again, this episode begins with a rather bafHing introduction; 
Jesus is apparently skulking in the Galilee, because of people in 
Judaea looking to kill him; but his brothers (who, according to the 
evangelist, did nor believe him) wane him to get more public 
exposure in Judaea. His decision, however, ts apparently to remain 
in the Galilee; but chen, secretly, he goes up after all, and starts to 
ceach in the Temple. This teaching then raises the question of where 
exactly he gets it all from, and he answers by indicating his Father as 
the source of his teaching. Once again there is talk of glory, and 
more talk (denied by Jesus opponents) of a plot against his life. The 
reader, of course, already knows thar there is indeed such a plot. 

Jerusalemites are divided about whether Jesus is the one, and they 
make the important comment that ‘when the Messiah comes, no 
one knows where he's from’; and we see char chis is indeed the case, 
at any rate for those who belong on the ‘lower stage . Jesus response 
is to go back to the proclamation that he has been ‘sent’. 

There ts an attempt to arrest Jesus, who responds enigmatically, 
"You will seek me and you will not find me.’ This provokes a nice 
example of ‘Johannine irony’, when his audience asks if he’s going 
off to teach the Greeks. The crowd is divided: is Jesus prophet, or 
Messiah, or none of the above? Even the High Priest’s servants, and 
the Pharisees (at least in the form of Nicodemus), are divided. The 
official verdict, however, is finally that prophets do not come from 
the Galilee (another ‘Johannine irony’). 
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‘Streams shall How from his belly’. [c is not clear wha cext is being 
cited here, but the metaphor of God quenching the thirst of human 
beings is often found in the Bible. See, for example, Isaiah 55:1. 


A beautiful story, not written by John 


7 Β' And chey each went off to their own house. Jesus went to the Mount of Olives. 


12-44 


And early in che morning he came again to the Temple, and the whole people came 
to him. And sitting down, he began to teach them. Bur the scribes and the 
Pharisees lead [in] a woman who had been detected in adultery. And standing her 
in the middle, they say to him, ‘Teacher, this woman was detected in the act [of] 
committing adultery. Now in che Law Moses commanded us to stane women like 
this. So — whar do you say?” (They were saying this as a test for him, in order to 
have something to accuse him of.) But Jesus bent down, and with his finger drew 
figures on the ground. But as they persisted [in] asking him, he straightened 
himself and said, “Let the Sinless One of you be che first to throw a stone at her. 

And again he bent down and wrote on the ground. 

But they heard; and they went out, one by one, beginning from the elders. And 
he was left alone, and the woman who was in the middle. And Jesus straightened 
up and said τὸ her, ‘Woman, where are they? Did no one condemn you?’ And she 
said, ‘No one, Lord.’ And Jesus said, “Neither do 1 condemn you. Go -- and from 
now on, sin no longer.’ 


This lovely story is not in all the manuscripts of John’s Gospel; some 
manuscripts put it in various places in Luke's Gospel. it does not 
sound like John, and certainly interrupts che flow of the narrative 
here. For all that, we should be grateful to whoever choughte this 
story too good to exclude. The story sounds like Jesus, has his un- 
mistakable accents; it starts, like so many of the stories in all the 
Gospels, with an attempt co trap him, and culminates in the beautiful 
dialogue in which the woman 1s no longer treated as bait, but as a 
human being, invited τὸ speak for herself, and regarded by Jesus as a 
responsible adult, We may also notice that it ‘takes two to tango. 
There is no sign here of her presumed partner in adultery. It was not 
just women who were supposed to be punished for this offence. 


Discourse and disagreement: the Light of the World? 


So Jesus spoke to them again saying, ‘I AM the Light of the World. The one who 
follows me will not walk in the darkness, but will have the light of life.” So the 
Pharisees said to him, “You are witnessing abour yourself. Your witness is not true.’ 
Jesus replied and said to them, ‘Even if I do bear witness about myself, my witness 
is true, because I know where [ come from and where I am going. You people do 
not know where | am coming from, nor where [ am going. You people judge 
according τὸ the flesh — but | judge nobody. And if 1 do judge, my judgement 1s 
crue. Because [ am noc alone: it is ] and the Father who sent me. And in your Law 
it is written thac the witness of owo is true: there is 1, who bear witness about 
myself, and there is the Father who sent me, who bears witness abouc me.’ And so 
they said to him, ‘Where is your Father?’ Jesus replied, ‘Neither me nor my Father 
do you know. If you did know me, you would also know my Father.’ 
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These words he spoke in the Treasury, while reaching in the Temple, And no one 
arrested him, because his hour had not yet come. And so he said to chem again, 1 
am going, and you will seek for me. And in your sins you will die. Where I am 
going you cannot come. So the Judaeans said, “Surely he’s not going to kill 
himself? Because he's saying “Where | am going, you can’t come.” ’ And he said to 
them, ‘ Yew are fram the things below, while {am from the chings above. Yeu are 
from chis world, Jam not from this world. And so I said τὸ you that you will die in 
your sins. For if you do not believe that 1 AM, you will die tn your sins. 

And so they said co him, “Who are Youre” Jesus said to them, ‘I said to you at the 
beginning what ] am also saying to you [at present]. | have many chings to say and 
judge about you. But the one who sent me is true; and the things that ] heard from 
him, these are the things that 1 speak [to] che world.’ They did noc know chat he 
was speaking of the Father to them. And 50 Jesus said, “When you lift up the Son 
of Man, then you will know char I AM, and of myself I do nothing. Instead, as the 
Father caught me, these [are the] things 1 speak. And the One who sent me is with 
me. He has not left me alone, because I do che things chat are pleasing τὸ him, all 
the time.’ 

As he was saying these things, many people came to faith in him. And so Jesus 
spoke to the Judaeans who had come to faich in him, ‘If you remain in my word, 
truly you are my disciples, and you will know the truch, and the cruth wil] tree 
you.’ They replied to him, “We are seed of Abraham, and were never enslaved to 
anyone, ever. How is it that you say, “You will become free?’ Jesus replied to chem, 
‘Amen, Amen, I rell you, everyone who does sin ts a slave of sin. But the slave does 
not remain permanently in the house, while the Son remains for ever. And so if the 
Son sets you free, you will really be free. I know that you are seed of Abraham. Bur 
you are seeking to lull me, because my word does not make headway among you. 
What 1 have seen at my Father's side, I speak. And so, you people, do what you 
hear from the Father.’ They replied and said to him, “Our father is Abraham.’ Jesus 
says to them, ‘If you are children of Abraham, do the works of Abraham. But now 
you are secking to kill me — and Ϊ ayy) [the] Person who spoke to you the truth that 
I heard from God. Abraham did not do this — but you people do the deeds of your 
father.’ They said to him, “We weren't born of fornication. We have one father, 
namely God.’ Jesus said to them, ‘If God were your Father, you would love me, for 
[ came out from God — and I have arrived. For I did not come on my own account, 
buc Ae sent me. Why do you not know my language? Because you are unable to 
hear my message. You people are from {your] father, che devil, and you want to do 
your father’s desires. That one was a murderer from the beginning, and did not 
take his stand [on] the Truth, because Truth is not in him, When he speaks 
falsehood, he speaks out of his own, because he is a liar — and the father of 
falsehood. Because I speak the Truth, you do not believe me. Who of you convicts 
me of sin? IF] speak Truth, why do you not believe me? The one who is from God 
hears God's words. Because of this you do not hear (them), that you are not from 
God.’ The Judaeans replied and said to him, ‘Do we not rightly say that you are a 
Samaritan, and have a demon?’ Jesus replied, ‘J have no demon; but I honour my 
Father, while yew dishonour me. But Jdo not seek my glory: there is one who seeks 
and who judges. Amen, Amen, I tell you: if someone keeps my word, they will not 
see death for ever.’ 

So the Judaeans said to him, “Now we know chat you have a demon. Abraham 
died, and so did the prophets, and you say, “If someone keeps my word, they will 
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noc taste dearh for ever.” Can you possibly be greater chan our father Abraham, 
who died? And the prophets also died — who are you making yourself [our to be]? 
Jesus replied, ‘If ] glorify myself, my glory is nothing. It is my Father who glorifies 
me, of wham you say, “He is our God.” And you don’t know him, but 1 know him. 
And if I were to say that I do not know him, I shall be a liar, just like you. But ! 
know him, and I keep his word. Abraham, your ‘father’, was overjoyed that he 
might see my day. And he saw it, and he was plad.’ And so the Judaeans said τὸ 
him, “You are noc Afty yet — and you've seen Abraham" Jesus said ro them, ‘Amen, 
Amen, | tell you: before Abraham was, 1 AM.’ And so they picked up stones to 
throw at him. But Jesus hid, and went out of the Temple. 


After the previous charming interlude, the story resumes its 
interrupted flow, wich another EGO EIMI/I AM statement by Jesus. 
This time he is starting a theme that will take us to che very end of 
the next chapter, the ‘Light of the World’ (something that the reader 
has known about Jesus ever since the Prologue). 

Jesus’ opponents raise the important question: ‘is his witness 
true?’ Jesus’ answer refers back to our ‘upper stage’, the place to 
which he will return, and from which he was sence. This leads τὸ a 
long discussion about his ‘Father’ who ‘sent’ him, There is another 
nice Johannine trony as they ponder (rather implausibly) whether 
he is contemplating suicide when he says, ‘Where { am going you 
cannot come.’ This in turn introduces another EGO E]Mi/I AM, 
and a question about who is father to whom. Various ancestors are 
sugpested for Jesus’ interlocutors: Abraham, God, and the devil. The 
temperature rises, and Jesus is accused of being born of the wrong 
race, of being possessed, and, perhaps, of being the product of fornica- 
tion. Jesus repeats the familiar theme of ‘glory’, and concludes the 
discussion with the powerful phrase: ‘before Abraham was, 1 AM’, 
which his audience takes to be blasphemy. And chey are right, of 
course, in thac there is a claim here which is certainly hlasphemous 


if ic ts false. 


The Light of the World — and several kinds of blindness 


And passing by, he saw a man blind from birth. And they asked him, his disciples, 
saying, ‘Rabbi, who sinned? Was it this man or his parents, that he should be born 
blind?’ Jesus replied, ‘It wasn't that this man sinned, or his parents. [t was so thae 
the works of God might be revealed in him. We have to work the works of the One 
who sent me while ic is day. Night ts coming, when no one can work. When | am 
in the world, [ am [the] Light of the World.’ Saying this. he spat on the ground, 
and made mud out of the spittle, and anointed the mud on his cyes, and said, ‘Go 
wash in the pool Siloam (which means ‘Sent’).” So he wenr, and washed. And he 
came back secing! So his neighbours and those who used to see him before, because 
he was a bepgar, said, ‘Isn't this the one who sits and begs?’ Some said, ‘This is he.’ 
Others said, “No — but it’s like him.’ He said, “1 am.’ So they said to him, ‘So how 
were your cyes opened?’ He answered chem, ‘The man known as Jesus made mud 
and anointed my eyes and told me, “Go to Siloam and wash.” So [ wenr and 
washed and saw again.’ They said to him, ‘Where is he?’ He says, ‘I dont know.’ 
They cake him co che Pharisees, che one who was once blind. 
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Now it was a Sabbarh on the day when Jesus had made the mud and opened his 
eyes. So once more the Pharisees also asked him how he saw again. He said to 
them, ‘He put mud on my eyes. And I washed. And I see.’ So some of the Pharisees 
said, ‘This fellow is not from God, because he does not keep Sabbach.’ Bur others 
said. “How can a fellow who is a sinner do signs of this sort?’ And there was 
division among them. So they say co the blind man again, ‘What do yew say about 
him, because it was your eyes that he opened?’ He said, “He ts a prophec.’ 

So che Judaeans did not believe [it] of him that he had been blind and saw again, 
until [che time] when they called the parents of the one-who-saw-again. And they 
interrogated them, saying, ‘Is this your son, whom you say was born blind? So how 
come he sees now [or: ‘who opened his eyes’]? So his parents replied and said, "We 
know that chis is our son, and that he was born blind. But how he now sees we do 
not know. Ask Aim — he is of age. He will speak for himself.’ His parents said this 
because chey were afraid of the Judaeans. For the Judaeans had already agreed that 
if anyone should acknowledge him as Messiah, they would be [put] out of che 
synagogue. For this reason his parents said, ‘He is of age — ask Arm.’ 

So for a second time they called the man who had been blind, and said to him, 
‘Give glory to God. We know that this fellow is a sinner.’ So he replied, ‘Whether 
or not he is a sinner, I do not know. One thing I do know [is that] [having been] 
blind [| now see.’ So they said τὸ him, ‘What did he do to you? How did he open 
your eyes?’ He replied to them, ‘I told you already. And you didn’t listen. Why do 
you want to hear [it] again? Surely yosw people don’t want to become his disciples 
also?” And they reviled him and said, * Youre a disciple of Fim, but we are disciples 
of Moses. We know chat God spoke to Moses: but as for this fellow, we dont know 
where this one is coming from.’ The man replied and said to them, ‘Now there's a 
remarkable thing: you don’t know where he’s coming from -- and [yet] he opened 
my eyes! We know that sinners God doesn’ listen to: but if someone ts God-fearing 
and does [God's] will, then God does listen to that person. From all cime it is 
unheard of that anyone opened the eyes of someone who was born blind. If this fellow 
were nat from God, he could do noching. They replied and said to him, ‘You were 
utterly born in sin, and do you teach us?’ And they threw him out. 

Jesus heard chat they had thrown him out, and finding him he said, ‘Do you 
believe tn τῆς Son of Man?’ He replied and said, ‘And who is ic, Lord, chat ] may 
believe in him?’ Jesus said to him, “Not only have you seen him; but che one 
speaking to you — chars him. And he said, “Lord, [ believe.’ And he worshipped 
him. And Jesus commented, “For judgement / came into this world, so that those 
who do not see might see, and those who see might become blind.’ From the 
Pharisees those who were with him heard this, and they said, ‘Surely we're not 
blind, are we?’ Jesus said, ‘If you were blind, you would have no sin. But as it is, 
you claim, © We see.” Your sin remains.’ 


This story continues the theme of the ‘Light of the World’ from the 
previous chapter. It starts with che man bom blind, and an idiot question 
from Jesus’ disciples, and then moves through several different kinds 
of blindness. First, obviously, is che blindness of the blind man; but 
follow the story through, and see how he grows in conhdence and 
vision, and deals spiritedly wich Jesus’ opponents, finally coming to 
full faith (sight’) in Jesus as the Son of Man. The second blindness 
is that of the disciples: “Rabbi, who sinned?’, chey ask, brightly, and 
with ignorant piety. Then there is the blindness of the neighbours, 
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uncertain whether chis is or is not the blind man. Fourth there is the 
blindness of Jesus’ opponents, here classed as ‘Pharisees’, who decree 
that Jesus cannot possibly be from God, affirm chat ‘ We know thar 
this fellow is a sinner’, and, (significandy), ‘we don't know where 
this one is coming from’, and finally ask, ‘Surely we're not blind, are 
we?’. Fifth, there is che blindness of the man's parents, fearfully 
reluctant to get involved. All this contrasts splendidly with che wit 
and independence of mind of the one who at the beginning of the 
story was undeniably blind, and by the end is seeing more than 
anyone around him except Jesus. 


Jesus the ‘ideal shepherd’ 


10} Amen, Amen, 1 tell you, the one who does not enter through the entrance into the 
sheepfold, but comes up at some other place, that one is a thief, and a brigand. Bur 
the one who comes through the entrance is shepherd of the sheep. This is the one 
to whom the doorkeeper opens. And the sheep hear his voice; and he calls his own 
sheep by name and leads them out. When he drives out all his own [sheep], he goes 
before them; and the sheep follow him, because they know his voice. They will not 
follow a stranger — they will flee from him, because they do not know the voice of 
strangers.” 

This parable Jesus told them -- bur they did not know what he was telling them. 
And so Jesus said again, Amen, Amen, I rell you chat | AM che sheeps entrance. 
All who came before me were thieves and brigands. But the sheep did noc hear 
them. | AM the entrance: through me if anyone enters, they will be saved; and 
they will come in and go our and find pasture. The chicf only comes in order to 
steal and slaughter and destroy: | came in order chat they might have life, and have 
it abundantly. 

‘T AM the ideal shepherd. The ideal shepherd lays down his life on behalf of the 
sheep. The hireling, and the pretend-shepherd, who does not own the sheep, sees 
the wolf coming and abandons the sheep and flees, and che wolf plunders and 
scatters them. [That is] because he is a hireling, and doesn’t care about the sheep. 

‘| AM che ideal shepherd. And I know my [sheep], and mine know me, as the 
Father knows me and I know the Father, and [ lay down my life on behalf of the 
sheep. And I have other sheep chat are ποῖ from chis fold; and [ must lead them. 
And they will hear my voice; and they will become a single flock of sheep. [with] a 
single shepherd. Because of this che Father loves me, thac [ lay down my life, chat | 
may take it up again. No one takes it from me, but I lay τ down on my own 
initiative. 1 have auchoricy to lay ic down; and [ have authoney to take it up again. 
This [is che] command | received from my Father.’ 

A division again arose among the Judaeans on account of these words. Many of 
them said, ‘He has a demon — and he's crary. Why are you people listening to him? 
Others said, “These are not the words of one possessed by a demon. Can a demon 
open [the] eyes of [the] blind?’ 


This seems to follow directly on from the drama around the Light 
of che World. But a different idea is in play here, chat of the ‘shepherd’, 
and especially Jesus as the ‘model’ or ‘ideal’ or ‘good" shepherd, whe 
is distinguished from fake shepherds by his relation to the flock, in 
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two ways: first he knows them, and they know and recognise him, 
and second he ‘lays down his life’ for them. 

Once again, though, Jesus’ talk leads co division: some regard 
Jesus as possessed, while others say he can't be, and hark back co che 
previous episode, appealing to the fact that he opened the eyes of 
the blind. - 


‘If you are the Messiah, tell us openly’ 


Then there took place the Hanukkah in Jerusalem; it was winter and Jesus was 
walking in the Temple, in Solomon's Porch. And so che Judaeans encircled him and 
said to him, ‘How long do you keep us in suspense? If you are the Messiah, tell us 
openly.’ 

Jesus answered them, ‘I told you; and you do not believe. The works that | do in 
the name of my Father, they are what bears witness to me. Buc you people do not 
believe, because you are not of my sheep. My sheep listen to my voice; and | know 
them, and they follow me, and I give them life for ever, and they will not be 
destroyed for ever; and no one will plunder them from my hand. My Father — what 
he has given me is greater than everything, and no one can plunder from the 
Father’s hand. I and che Father are one. 

The Judaeans again took up stones, in order to stone him. Jesus answered them, 
‘Many good works | showed you from the Father. On account of what kind of 
work of them do you stone me?’ The Judaeans answered him, ‘For a good work we 
do not stone you — but [we do stone you] for blasphemy, because you, a human 
being, make yourself God.’ Jesus replied to them, ‘Is ic noc written in your Torah, 
“I said: “You are gods’ ”? If he said {that] they were gods to whom the word of God 
came, and [if] the Scripture cannot be undone, [then] rhe one whom the Father 
sanctified and sent into the world, do you people say, “You are blaspheming”, 
because I said, “I am God's Son”? If 1 do not do the works of my Father, dont 
believe me. But if 1 am doing [them], believe rhe works, that you may know and 
understand that in me [15] the Father, and | [am] in the Father. 

And so they sought again to lay hold of him. And he went out of their prasp. And 
he went off again across the Jordan to the place where John was baptising at first; and 
he remained there. And many came to him and said, ‘John did no sign, but every- 
thing that John said abouc this man was true.’ And many believed in him there. 


The reader may feel chat it is utterly obvious chat Jesus is che Messiah, 
but that is because we are privileged readers of the ‘Johannine 
irony. We can see clearly what his irritated interlocutors cannot, 
‘because you are not of my sheep’. Jesus tells them, ‘The Father and 
[ are one’, taking us deeper into the mystery, but provoking his 
opponents to stone him for blasphemy. Slowly people are coming to 
believe in him, but many are also opposed to him. 

We notice that this episode takes place at the Feast of Hanukkah, 
and previous stories have been linked to Passover (6:4) and the feast 
of Sukkoth (6:22). John the evangelist is clearly saying something 
about who Jesus is. The quotation, ‘I said: “You are gods” * comes from 
Psalm 82:6, 

Once again we hear that impressive sound of the EGO EIMI/I AM. 
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Two women do theology, and Lazarus is raised from the dead 


11 '** And someone was ailing, Lazarus from Bethany, from the village of Mary and 
Martha, her sister. [τ was Mary who anointed the Lord with ointment and wiped 
his ἔσει with her hair — her brother was ailing. And so the sisters sent to him, 
saying, Lord, look! The one whom you love is ailing.” When Jesus heard, he said, 
‘This ailment is not to death, bur for the glory of God, so that the Son of God 
might be glorified by means of it.” Now Jesus loved Marcha and her sister, And 
Lazarus. So when he heard chat he was ailing, then he stayed in the place where he 
was for cwo days. Then, after this, he says to che disciples, ‘Let us go ro Judaea 
again.’ The disciples say to him, “Rabbi, [just] now the Judaeans were seeking to 
stone you — and youre poing there again!’ Jesus replied, ‘Are there not rwelve hours 
in the day? If someone walks in the day, they do not stumble, because they see the 
light of this world. But if someone walks in the night they scumble, because the 
light is not in chem.’ He said this, and after chis he tells them, ‘Lazarus our friend 
has gone to his slumbers; but I am going to wake him up.’ So the disciples said to 
him, “Lord -- if he is slumbering, he will be saved.’ Bur Jesus had spoken of his 
deach: they thought chat he was speaking of the slumber of seep! So then Jesus said 
to them openly, ‘Lazarus is dead — and for your sakes | rejoice, that you may 
believe, because | was not there. Bur let's go to him.’ And so Thomas, the one 
called “Twin’, said to his fellow disciples, ‘Let us go too, in order ic die with him.’ 

So when Jesus came he found that he was already four days in the tomb. Now 
Bethany was near Jerusalem, about cwo miles away. And many of the Judaeans had 
gone to Martha and Mary in order τὸ console them about their brother. So when 
Martha heard thac Jesus was coming, she [went to meet] him, and Mary sat at 
home. So Martha said to Jesus, ‘Lord, if you had been here, my brother would not 
have died; but even now | know that whatever you ask of God, God will give you.’ 
Jesus said to her, ‘Your brother will rise.” Martha says to him, ‘I know that he will 
rise at the Resurrection on the laser day.’ Jesus said to her, ‘| AM che Resurrection 
and the Life. The one who believes in me, even if they die, will live. And everyone 
who lives and believes in me, they will not die for ever. Do you believe chis?’ She 
says to him, “Yes, Lord. 1 have come to believe that you are the Messiah, che Son of 
God, the one coming into the world.’ 

And saying this, she went off and called Mary her sister, secretly, saying, “The 
teacher is present, and is calling you.’ She, when she heard this, arose quickly and 
went to him. Jesus had not yet come τὸ the village, but was in the place where 
Martha had mer him. And so the Judaeans who were with her in the house and 
consoling her, seeing that Mary had swiftly arisen and gone out, followed her, 
thinking chat she was going to the tomb, in order to weep there. So Mary, when 
she came [to the place] where Jesus was, when she saw him, she fell at his feet, 
saying to him, ‘Lord, if you had been here, my brother would not have died.’ So 
Jesus, when he saw her weeping, and the Judaeans who accompanied her [also} 
weeping, was deeply moved in spirit, and disturbed himself. And he said, “Where 
have you placed him?’ They say to him, ‘Lord, come and see.’ Jesus wept. And so 
the Judaeans said, ‘See how he loved him.’ But some of them said, ‘Could not the 
one who opened the cyes of the blind man have broughe it about that this one 
should not die?’ 

So Jesus, again deeply moved in himself, comes to the tomb. [τ was a cave, and a 
stone lay upon it. Jesus says, “Lift up the scone.’ The sister of the dead man, 
Martha, says to him, ‘Lord, he smells already -- for he's four days [gone]. Jesus says 
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to her, ‘Didn't I cell you that if you believe, you will see the glary af God?’ So they 
lifted up the stone. And Jesus lifted his eyes upwards and said, ‘Facher, I thank you 
that you have heard me. I knew that you hear me all the time. But 1 said [this] 
because of the crowd standing abour, that they may believe that you sent me.’ And 
saying this, he cried our in a loud voice, ‘Lazarus, here, outside!’ The dead man 
came out, bound as τὸ his feet and hands with grave-clothes. And his face was bound 
round wich a sweat-cloch. Jesus says to them, ‘Untie him and allow him to go.’ 


This scory is sometimes called ‘the raising of Lazarus’; but ic is far 
more noteworthy for che manner in which Martha, and tn a 
different way Mary, go deeper into the mystery of who Jesus is, and 
take us with them. As often in this Gospel, the story has a 
mysterious beginning, with the reference τὸ che episode when “Mary 
anointed the Lord with ointment and wiped his feet with her hair’. 
John has not yer cold this story! 

There is no doubt that Jesus is a mystery: for one thing, when he 
is summoned to Lazarus's sickbed, he delays for rwo days; and it 
seems that he is doing ir as part of the disciples’ training. They 
clearly think that he is quite crazy, but humour him by going along 
with him anyway (‘to die with him’, as Thomas ploamily mutters). 

When they arrive, Lazarus has been dead for four days (so the 
two-day pause made no difference); then Martha shows ἃ remarkable 
depth of theological awareness, proclaiming her faich in the 
Resurrection, and being invited to accepr Jesus next EGO EIMI/ 
] AM: ‘I AM the Resurrection and the Life.’ She responds with a 
resounding declaration of faith: ‘I have come to believe chat you are 
the Messiah, the Son of God.’ 

The scene now switches to Mary. Like Martha, only perhaps more 
strongly, Mary reproaches Jesus for his absence ac the critical 
moment; but her rears cause Jesus also to shed tears, which in turn 
leads to complaints from the observers about his failure to save his 
friend. Then Jesus orders the stone to be ‘lifted up, not pausing to 
listen to Martha's severely practical objection about the stench, but 
praying instead to the Father (with yet another reference to his 
being ‘senc’), and che miracle is effortlessly completed. 


Reactions to the raising of Lazarus: Judaeans, chief priests, Pharisees 


So many of the Judaeans, who had come to Mary, and had seen what [Jesus?] had 
done, came to faith in him. But some of them went off to the Pharisees, and told 
them the things that Jesus had done. So the chief priests and che Pharisees gathered 
a Sanhedrin, and they said, “What are we doing, because this man is doing many 
sipns? If we leave him like this, chey will all come to faich in him. And chen the 
Romans wil] come and take our Temple and our nation.’ But one of them, 
Caiaphas, who was High Priest that year, said to them, ‘You know nothing, nor do 
you reckon chat it is to your benehr, that one man should die on behalf of the 
people, and not the whole nation be destroyed.’ He did not say this of himself, but 
being High Priest thac year he prophesied thar Jesus was about to die on behalf of 
che nation. And not just on behalf of the nation, but so that he mighe gather the 
scattered children of God into one. So from that day, they plotted to kill him. 
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So Jesus no longer walked about openly among the Judaeans, bur went off from 
there to a place near the desert, to ἃ ciry called Ephraim. And there he stayed with 
his disciples. And the Passover of the Judacans was near, and many went up to 
Jerusalem from the district before the Passover in order co purify themselves. And 
so they sought Jesus and spoke with each other, standing in che Temple, saying, 
"Whar does it seem to you? That he will come to the Feast?’ And the chief priests 
and the Pharisees gave orders that if anyone should find out where he was, they 
should report [it], so chat they might seize him. 


Once again, Jesus causes division. Some of the witnesses ‘came to 
faith in him’ while others go and sneak τὸ the Sanhedrin, who then 
discuss the matter. Most of them foresee disaster, μὰς Caiaphas explains 
to chem, in an involuntary prophecy, as the evangelist notes, that 
‘one man should die on behalf of the people’. Murder is therefore 
now plainly on the agenda. Jesus opts for discreet tactics, bur the 
reader sees no way of avoiding the crisis. And for the third time in 
the Gospel (sce 2:13; 6:4) the Passover is near. The cvangelist 
reports che general reaction: ‘they somghe Jesus’ (thar word again), 
while the chief priescs and Pharisees give orders for his arrest. The 


scene is set for the final trial of strength. 


A thanksgiving meal at Bethany: reactions to Jesus 


12...}} So Jesus, six days before the Passover, came to Bethany, where Lazarus was, whom 
Jesus had raised from the dead, and so they had a dinner there, and Martha was 
serving, and Lazarus was one of those who lay down [to eat) with him. So Mary, 
taking a pound of oil of pistachio nard, very cxapensive, anointed Jesus feet and 
with her hair wiped his feet. The house was filled with the smell of the myrrh. And 
Judas Iscariot, one of his disciples, who was about to betray him, says, ‘Why was 
this myrrh noc sold for chree hundred denarii and given to the poor?’ He said chis, 
not because he cared about the poor, bur because he was a thief, and having the 
money box he used to steal what was put into it. So Jesus said, ‘Leave her alone. 
that she may guard it for the day of my burial. For che poor you always have with 
you — but me you do not always have.’ 

So a great crowd of the Judaeans knew that he was chere, and they came, not just 
on Jesus account, but also in order to have a look at Lazarus, whom he had raised 
from the dead. But the chief priescs plotted to kill Lazarus also, because on his 
account many of the Judaeans were coming; and they believed in Jesus. 


This meal, which is placed at the same point in the narratives of 
both Mark and Marthew, in this Gospel has the air of a ‘thank-you’ 
to Jesus for Lazarus’ restoration τὸ life; and Mary's gesture of 
anointing, intimate as it is, feels like an act of gratitude. As we have 
scen so often in this Gospel, however, there is division, and John 
makes Judas Iscariot the spokesman for the opposition (with an 
uncharitable sideswipe ar his kleptomaniac tendencies). And there is 
more: a group of gawking tourists, to look at Jesus and at Lazarus. 
So the decision is caken co kill Lazarus also (fesus’ face is, of course, 
already sealed). 
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Jesus encers Jerusalem: murmurings from the Pharisees 


On the nexc day, the great crowd which came to the feast, hearing that Jesus was 
coming into Jerusalem, took the palm branches and came our to meet him, and 
they were crying out, 


‘Hosanna ~ blessed is the One coming in the name of che Lord, 
Blessed is the King of Israel! 
And Jesus, finding a little donkey, sat on it, as it 1s written, 


‘Do not fear, Daughter of Zion, 
behold, your king is coming, 
seated on the foal of a donkey. 


These things the disciples did not understand at first, but when Jesus was glorified, 
then they remembered thar these things were written about him, and thar these 
things were done to him. And so they bore witness — the crowd which was with 
him when he called Lazarus from the tomb and raised him from the dead. Because 
of this the crowd came to meet him, because they heard that he had done this sign. 
And so the Pharisees said to themselves, “You see — youre getting nowhere. Look -- 
the world has gone after him.’ 


This is unmistakably a triumphanc entry, and very similar to what 
we find in the Synoptic Gospels. Like them, John emphasises how 
Jesus fulfils che scriptures; che crowds quote Psalm 118:25, 26, and 
Jesus follows the suggestion of Zechariah 9:9; “Your king ts coming, 
seated on the foal of a donkey.’ 

Once again the disciples fail co understand, but realise later what 
had been going on (something similar is reported in connection 
with the cleansing of the Temple, at 2:22). The crowds testify to 
Jesus (here the evangelist places the word which I have translated 
‘bore witness’ very emphatically at the beginning of the sentence). 
And the Pharisees complain, menacingly, ‘the world has gone after 
him’, 


The Greek intervention: now is the crisis 


There were some Greeks [among] those who went up to worship at the feast. And 
so these went to Philip, che one from Bethsaida in the Galilee, and rhey asked him, 
Saying, lI, we wart to see Jesus. 

Philip comes and tells Andrew. Andrew and Philip come and tell Jesus. But Jesus 
answered them, saying, “The hour has come for the Son of Man to be glorihed. 
Amen, Amen, I tell you, unless the grain of wheat falling into the ground dies, it 
rernains itself alone; but if it dies, it bears much fruit. Those who love their life lose 
it, and chose who hare their life in this world will keep it for eternal life. If anyone 
serves me, let them follow me -- and where 1 am, there also will my servant be. If 
anyone serves me, the Father will honour chem. Now is my soul disturbed — and 
what am I to say? “Father, save me from this hour”? But ic was for chis that I came 
to this hour. Facher, glorify your name.’ 

And so a voice came from heaven, ‘I both glorified it, and shall glorify it again.’ 
And so the crowd that stood [by] and heard [this] said thar there was chunder. 
Others said, ‘An angel has spoken τὸ him.’ Jesus answered and said, ‘Ic was not on 
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my account that this voice came, but on yours. Now is the judgement of this 
world; now the ruler of this world shall be cast outside. And 1, if [ am lifted up from 
the earth, shall draw all to myself.’ This he said, indicating what sort of a death he 
was about co die. And so the crowd answered him, “We heard from the Law that 
the Messiah stays for ever. And how come yow say that the Son of Man must be 
lifted up? Who is this “Son of Man”?' So Jesus said to them, ‘A little while still the 
Light is among you. Walk while you have the Lighe, lese the Darkness master you -- 
and the one who walks in the Darkness does not know where he is going. While you 
have the Light, believe in che Light, that you may become children of the Light.’ 

Jesus said chese things, and went off and hid from them. Alchough he had done 
so many signs before them, they did nor believe in him, that the word of Isaiah the 
Prophet might be fulfilled, which he spoke, 


‘Lord, who believed our hearing? 
And the arm of the Lord, τὸ whom was it revealed?’ 


This was the reason they could not believe, what Isaiah again said, 


‘He has blinded their eyes 
and hardened their heart, 
lest they should see with their eyes 
and understand with their heart, and turn. 


And [ shal] heal them, 


Isaiah said these things, because he saw his glory, and he spoke about him. Never- 
theless, however, many even of the rulers believed in him; bur because of the 
Pharisees chey did not admit it, for fear they would be [put] our of the synagogue. 
For they loved the glory of humans over and above the glory of God. 

Jesus cried out and said, “The one who believes in me does not believe in me, but 
in the One who sent me. And the one who sees me sees che One who sent me. | 
have come as Light into the World, so that no one who believes in me should 
remain in the Darkness. And if anyone hears my words, and does not keep them, / 
do not judge chem (for I did not come in order to judge the World, but in order to 
save the World). The one who rejects me and does not accept my words has One 
who judges him. The word which I spoke, that is what will judge him on the lase 
day. Because | did not speak from myself - but the Facher who sent me, He 
Himself gave me a commandment, what I should say, and what 1 should speak. 
And I know that his commandment is eternal life. And so — what I say, gust as che 
Father has spoken to me, that is how J say.’ 


Now, obscurely, the crisis comes, in the shape of ‘some Greeks, 
presumably Jews of Greek-speaking background, as opposed to 
Aramaic or Hebrew speakers. They approach the ewo aposdes who 
have Greek names, and Jesus recognises chat ‘the hour has come for 
the Son of Man to be glorified’. We hear che parable of che seed 
falling into the ground, and we know that death is walking che 
streets. We also learn that Jesus’ disciples must go his way (and thar 
the Father is still in control). ‘Now’, says Jesus (and rhis is che nearest 
that the Gospel of John ever gets to the ‘Agony in the Garden’ that 
we find in the Synoptics) ‘is the crisis’ (or: judgement); and the 
crisis takes the form of the Son of Man being ‘lifted up. Once 
again, we hear of the interplay (battle, rather) beeween Light and 
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Darkness. Significandy the evangelist quotes from [saiah 53:1 {about 
God's ‘Suffering Servant’) and Isaiah 6:10 (che peaple's reluctance to 
listen to God). 

Jesus’ final speech underscores the sense of looming crisis, with its 
contrast of Light and Darkness, faith and unbelief, che mission of 
the Father, and che offer of eternal life. - 


Chapters 13-17: The Last Supper, and Jesus’ Last Discourse 


This long section, deliberately placed by che evangelist before Jesus 
death, serves to answer what you might call the ‘sad question’, on 
our lips, quite as much as on the lips of those disciples round the 
table with him: ‘How can we survive without the presence of the Lord?’ 
The speech offers various answers: the disciples must serve each 
other, stay in the light, listen to the ‘Paraclete’, remain ‘in Jesus’, 
keep his commands, remain in contact wich the Facher, preserve unity. 


Jesus washes the feet of the disciples 


12. 5 Before the feast of the Passover, Jesus, knowing that his hour had come for him to 
eo from this world to the Father, having loved his own who were in the world, 
loved them to perfection; and when supper took place, the devil having already 
thrust it into the hearc of Judas [son] of Simon Iscariot that he should betray him, 
knowing chat the Father had given everything into his hands, and that he had 
come out from God and was going to God, he arises from the meal and takes off 
his garments, and taking a linen cloth he tied ic round his waist. Then he pours 
water into the washbasin, and began to wash the feet of his disciples, and to wipe 
them with the cowel which he had tied around. And so he comes to Simon Peter. 
He says to him, “Lord, are you washing πῆ feet?’ Jesus replied and said to him, 
‘What I am doing you do not know now — but you will know afrer this.’ Peter says 
to him, ‘You wil! not wash my fret — ever.’ 

Jesus replied to him, ‘If 1 don’t wash you, you have no part of me.’ Simon Peter 
says to him, Lord, [then] not just my feet but also my hands and head.’ Jesus says 
to him, ‘The one who has been cleansed only needs to have his feet washed but is 
completely pure. And you people are pure; but not all of you.’ For he knew who 
was betraying him; for this reason he said, You are nor all pure.’ 

And so when he had washed cheir feet and taken his clothes and lain down 
again, he said τὸ them, ‘Do you know whar I have done for you? You people call 
me the “Teacher” and the “Lord”; and you are right to say so, for 1 am. So — if | 
washed your feet (1, who am “Lord” and “Teacherc”), you also ought to wash each 
other's feet. For I gave you a model, so chat just as 7 did for you, you also should do. 
Amen, Amen, I tell you: chere is no slave greater than his Jord, nor an apostle 
greacer than the one who is sent. If you people know these things, you are happy if 
you do them. I do not speak of you all: 1 know whom I have chosen; bur Jet che 
Scripture be fulfilled, 


“The one who munches my bread 
tried to kick me.” 
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‘From now on, I tell you before the event, that you may believe when it happens 
thar 1 AM. Amen, Amen, ] tell you, the one who receives anyone whom I shall send 


receives me, and the one who recetves me receives the One who sent me. 


This is an extraordinary episode, placed precisely where in the 
Synoptic Gospels we find the insticution of the Eucharist. | assume 
that John and his readers knew of this eradition, and that therefore 
Jesus is offering here a new understanding of the Fucharist, namely 
that you are not celebrating it properly unless you bring to it, or 
take from it, a commitment to service, even menial service. See how 
many familiar Johannine terms we find here: ‘knowing’, ‘love’, 
‘hour’, ‘world’, ‘Father’, all appear in the opening lines of the story. 
Simon's resistance increases the drama of the story, and enables the 
lesson to go home. Some scholacs read the difficult line about ‘the 
one who has been cleansed only needs to have his feet washed’ as a 
reference to both baptism (having been cleansed) and the continuing 
need for confession and absolution (having one's feet washed τὸ get 
rid of the stains that one picks up on the journey through life). 

Jesus concludes wich the moral of the story; disciples must behave 
in precisely this way to each other. This adds poignancy to the 
prediction that immediately follows, which has already been hinted 
at here in the quotation from Psalm 41:9. 


Judas goes out into the night 

Saying this, Jesus was disturbed in spirit, and bore witness and said, ‘Amen, Amen, 
I cell you chat one of you will betray me.’ The disciples started looking at cach 
other, scratching their heads as to whom he might be talking abour. One of the 
disciples was lying on Jesus’ breast, the one whom Jesus loved. And so Simon Peter 
nods to him, to find out who it might be that he's talking about. And so he, lying 
just like that on Jesus’ chest, says to him, ‘Lord, who is it?’ Jesus replies, [τ is chat 
one for whom I dip the bic of bread and give it to him.’ So, having dipped the 
piece of bread, he gives it to Judas [son] of Simon Iscariot. And after the piece of 
bread then Satan entered into him. And so Jesus says to him, ‘What you are doing. 
do rather quickly.” Now none of those lying there knew the purpose of his saying 
this co him. For some thought, since Judas had the moncy box, that he was telling 
him, ‘Buy some things that we need for che feast’, or chat he should give something 
to the poor. So taking the piece of bread ῥὲ went out immediately. 

It was night. 


Unlike the Synoptic Gospels, John’s Gospel does nor presente the 
Last Supper as a Passover meal. Buc he still has che chilling prediction 
of Judas’ betrayal, with a coded message berween Simon Peter and 
the ‘disciple whom Jesus loved’; and an indicator from Jesus (showing 
who the berrayer was) that no one seems to have noticed. All our 
attention is concenrrared on thae dramatic final sentence, ‘and it was 
night’, symbolising the last, and unsuccessful, effort of the forces of 
darkness. 


JOHN 14 


Glorification of the Son of Man; Peter’s betrayal predicted 


448 And so when he had gone out, Jesus said, “Now the Son of Man ts glorified, and 
God is glorified in him. And God will glorify him in him, and will glorify him 
immediately, Children, 1 am with you fora littke [while] still. You will seek me, and 
as I said to the Judaeans, “Where 1 am going, you cannot come,’ I tell] you also 
now. A new commandment I give you, that you love each other; as | loved you, 
chat you also love each other. By this everyone will know that you are my disciples, 
if vou have love among each other.’ Simon Peter says to him, “Lord, where are you 
going? Jesus answered him, ‘Where I am going you cannot follow me now — but 
you will follow me afterwards.’ Peter says τὸ him, ‘Lord, why can't | follow now? Pll 
lav down my life for you! Jesus replies, “Lay down your life for me, will you? 
Amen, Amen, I cell you — the cock will not crow uncil you've denied me three 
times? 


Judas’ departure into the night is signalled by Jesus as the ‘glorification’ 
of the Son of Man. This glorification is also interpreted in terms of 
Jesus’ absence, which they are to survive by loving each other. Simon 
Peter, gallant as ever (with perhaps a hinc of petulant adolescence), 
takes no notice of this, but offers to lay down his life for Jesus. Jesus 
puts all this heady enthusiasm into its context by indicating that 
Simon is in fact going to deny him, and very soon. 

All of which is che context for Jesus’ final words. 


Jesus’ last discourse, first part — peace and the Paraclete 


14'*' ‘Do not let your hearts be troubled. Believe in God, and believe in me. There are 
many dwelling places in my Father's house. Otherwise would I have cold you thar | 
am going to make ready a place for you? And if I go and prepare a place for you, | 
shall come again and take you to myself, so chat where I am you also may be. And 
where I am going you know the way. Thomas says to him, ‘Lord, we don’t know 
where you are poing — how can we know the way?’ Jesus says to him, 1 AM the 
Way, the Truch and che Life. No one comes τὸ the Father other than through me. If 
you people know me, you will know my Farther also. And from now on, you know 
him and you have seen him.’ Philip says to him, ‘Lord, show us che Father, and ics 
enough for us.’ Jesus says to him, For so much time am | with you, and you dont 
know me, Philip? The one who has seen me has seen the Father: how [can] you say, 
“Show us the Father"? Do you not have faith that ] am in che Father and the Father 
isin me? The words that I speak J do nor speak on my own account — the Father 
who stays in me does his own works. Believe me that I am in the Father and the 
Father is in me. Otherwise, believe on account of che works themselves. Amen, 
Amen, | rell you, the one who believes in me, the works that I do, thac person will 
also do, And they will do greater works than these, because | am going to the 
Father. And whatever you ask in my name, | shall do it, in order that the Father 
may be glorihed in the Son. If you ask anything in my name, I shall do it. 

‘If you love me, you will keep my commandments; and Ϊ shall ask the Father, 
and he will send another Paraclete to be with you for ever, the Spirit of Truth, 
which the world cannot accept, because the world does not notice the Spirit, nor 
does it know the Spirit. You know the Spirit, because the Spirit remains by you and 
1s among you. I shall not abandon you as orphans — I am coming to you. Sull a 
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lictle while, and the world no longer sees me, but you see me. Because | am alive, 
you also shall be alive. On chat day you will know chat 1 am in my Father, and you 
in me and I in you. The one who has my commands and keeps them, that is che 
one who loves me. And the one who loves me will be loved by my Father, and | 
shall love that person and shall show myself to chem. Judas (not τῆς Iscariot) says 
to him, ‘Lord, what happened, thar you are about to show yourself to ms and not co 
the world?’ Jesus replied and said to him, ‘If someone loves me, they will keep my 
word, and my Father will love them, and we shall come τὸ them, and we shall 
make a dwelling place with them. The one who does not love me does not keep my 
words. And the word that you hear is not mine -- it belongs to che One who sent 
me, the Father. 

‘These things | have spoken to you while remaining with you. But the Paraclete, 
the Holy Spirit whom the Father will send in my name, chat one will teach you 
everything, and will remind you of everything that | have said to you. Peace I leave 
to you, the peace chat is mine I give you: it is not as the world gives that I give. Do 
not let your heart be discurbed, nor let it be timid. You heard that | told you, “I am 
going,” and “] am coming [back?] to you.” [f you loved me, you would rejoice that 
I am going to the Father, because the Father is greater than I. And now | have told 
you before it happens, chat when it happens you may have faith. I shall no longer 
be saying much in your presence -- for the Ruler of the world is coming. He has 
nothing on me; but so that the world may know that | love the Farther, and as che 
Father instructed me, so ] am acting. 

Arise, let us go from here . . .’ 


This is a lovely collection of sayings, which we find only in John's 
Gospel. This part of the speech starts wich the calming words, ‘Do 
not let your hearts be rroubled’, further interpreted as ‘believe in 
God, and believe in me’. This part of che discourse is structured on 
chree not very bright questions from Thomas, Philip and Judas, and 
on two references to the ‘Paraclete’. Each of these takes us deeper 
into the mystery: Thomas's question yields another powerful ‘| AM’ 
saying: ‘| AM the Way, the Truth and the Life’; Philips question 
provokes Jesus to restate the identity (or something near it) chat he 
has with his Father. Judas’s question gives him the opportunity to 
restate the centrality of love in his new dispensation: disciples must 
love each other and so be loved by the Father. 

The ‘Paraclete’ is one of John’s happiese contributions to 
Christian theology. The word means something like a ‘lawyer for 
the defence’, someone | ‘call to my side’, though ic has often been 
understood also as ‘Comforter’, which is not wholly inaccurate. 
although grammatically implausible. Here che Paraclete functions 
first as a coken that the disciples are nor, after all, abandoned by 
Jesus, but alive and beloved. Second, the Paraclete’s job is to ‘teach 
you everything’. 

This chapter ends with the words ‘Arise, let us go’, which has 
made many scholars suppose thar Chapters 15—16 are an editorial 
intrusion; but we have seen several times already that the linking of 
episodes in this Gospel can be mysterious, so perhaps this is only 
part of the evangelist's style. 
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Jesus’ last discourse, second part — do you belong to Jesus 
or to the world? Tbe choice is yours 


15: 16% ‘} AM che True Vine, and my Father is the Farmer. Every branch in me that 
does not bear fruit, he rakes it off, and every branch that does bear fruit, he cleans 
it off, in order thar it may bear more fruit. You are clean because of the word char I 
have spoken to you. Remain in me and 1 [shall remain] in you, As the branch 
cannot bear fruic of itself, unless it remains on the vine, so neither can you unless 
you remain in me. | AM the Vine, you are the branches. The one who remains in 
me, and I in them, that one bears much fruit — because apart from me you can do 
nothing. If a person does noc remain in me, like the branch they were casc out and 
were withered up. And they gather them up and throw chem in the fire — and they 
are burnt. If you remain in me, and my words remain in you, ask for whatever you 
want, and ic will happen τὸ you. In chis was my Father glorified, thar you bear 
much fruit and become my disciples. As the Father loved me, | also loved you: 
remain in my love. If you keep my commands, remain in my love, as I have kept 
my Father's commands and J remain in his love. 

‘These things I have spoken to you, in order that my joy may be in you and your 
joy may be fulflled. This is my command, chat you love each other as | loved yOu. 
No one has greater love than this, that someone should lay down their life for their 
friends. You are my friends, if you do the chings that 1 command you. I no longer 
speak of you as slaves -- for the slave has no idea what his Lord is doing. Instead, | 
have spoken of you as friends, because everything chat I have heard from my Father 
I made known to you. You did not choose me — instead ] chose you; and I have 
appointed you, that you should go and bear fruit, and chac your fruic should abide, 
so that whatever you ask the Father in my name [che Father] may give you. These 
things 1 command you, that you love each other. 

‘IF che world hates you, you know that it has hated me before [it has hated] you. 
If you were from the world, the world would love ‘its own’. Buc because you are 
not from the world, but I chose you out of the world, that is the reason the world 
hates you. Keep in mind the remark | made to you: “A slave is not greater than his 
Lord.” If they went after me, they will go after you also. If they kept my word, they 
will keep yours also. But they will do al! these things to you because of my name, 
because they do not know the One-who-sent-me. If] had not come and spoken to 
them, they would not have sin. As it is, chey have no excuse with regard to their 
sin. The one who hates me hates my Father also. If I had not done the works in 
their midst which no one else has done, they would have no sin. As it ts, they have 
seen and hated, not only me, but also my Farther, in order chat the word may be 
hulhlled which ts written in che Law, “They hated me for nothing.” 

‘When the Paraclete comes, whom I shall send you from the Father, the Spirit of 
Truth which comes out from the Father, char one will bear witness about me. And 
you too will bear witness, because from the beginning you are with me. 


‘| have said these things co you, that you should nor be made τὸ stumble. Out of 
the synagogues they will put you. Buc an hour is coming when everyone who kills 
you will think they are offering worship to God. And they will do this because they 
do not know the Father or me. But I have spoken these things to you so that when 
their hour comes you may bear chem in mind -- because [ told you. 

Ἵ did not tell you these things from che beginning, because I was with you. Now 
| am going to the One-who-sent-me, and none of you asks me, “Where are you 
going?” But because | have spoken these chings to you, grief has filled your heart. 


237 


JOHN 16 


But [ cetl you the cruath: it is τὸ your advantage chat I am going. For unless J go, the 
Paraclete will not come to you. But if I go, 1 shall send {the Paraclete] to you. And 
when he comes he will correct the world about sin, and about justice, and abour 
judgement: 

* about sin, because they do not have faich in me; 

« about justice, because | am going co che Father, and you no longer sec me; 

¢ about judgement, because the Ruler of this world has been judged. 


‘T have still much to say τὸ you — but you are incapable of bearing it now. But when 
chat one comes, the Spirit of Truth, he will guide you in all Truch. For he will not 
speak on his own account. Instead, he will speak whatever he hears — and he will 
proclaim τὸ you what is to come. That one will glorify me, because he will rake 
from what is mine and will proclaim it τὸ you. Everything chat che Father has is mine. 
That is why [ said that he cakes from what is mine and will proclaim it to you. 

‘A little [while], and you no Jonger see me; and again ἃ lictle [while] and you will 
see me. And so [some] of his disciples said to each other, “What is chis that he is 
saying to us, “A little [while] and you do not see me, and again a little [while] and 
you will see me” and “] am going to the Father"?’ And so they said, “Whar is this 
“μεῖς We have no idea what he is calking about.’ Jesus knew that chey wanted to 
ask him, and said to them, ‘Is it about this chat you are seeking [from] each other, 
because Ϊ said, “A litele [while] and you do not see me, and again a little while and 
you will see me”? Amen, Amen, I tell you thar you will weep and lament but the 
world will rejoice, You will grieve, but your grief will turn into joy. The woman, 
when she gives birth, has grief because her hour has come. Bur when she bears the 
child, she no longer remembers τῆς agony, because of the joy that a human being is 
born into the world. Just so you people for che moment have pain: but again 1 shall 
see you, and your heart will rejoice — and no one shall take your joy away from you. 
And on that day you will not ask me anything. Amen, Amen, I tell you, whatever 
you ask che Father in my name, he will give you. Hitherto, vou did nor ask 
anything in my name. Ask and you will receive, that your joy may be fulfilled. 

‘These things I have spoken to you in metaphors. The hour is coming when | 
shall no longer speak to you in metaphors, but | shall be quite open in proclaiming 
to you abourc the Father. And in that day you will ask in my name -- and [ do not 
tell you that I shall ask che Father about you. For the Farher himself loves you, 
because you have loved me, and you have believed that I came forth from God. 1 came 
forth from che Father, and [ came into the world. Again fam abandoning the world, 
and am on the way to the Father.’ His disciples say, ‘See - now you are being quite 
open in what you say, and you are not really telling a riddle. Now we know that 
you know everything and you have no need for anyone to ask you. Because of this 
we believe chat you have come forth from God.’ Jesus replied co them, ‘Now do 
you believe? Look - an hour is coming, and has come, for each of you to be 
dispersed to your awn and leave me alone. And [yet] I am nor alone, because che 
Father is with me. These things ] have spoken to you, chat you may have peace in 
me. In the world you have agony — bur, courage: I have conquered the world.’ 


This passage starts off with the powerful image of Jesus as che Vine; 
the image has a double point τὸ it. Firse, che believer is invited τὸ 
belong τὸ Jesus; bur, second, the pruning associated with chis 
belonging is an uncomfortable activity, alchough we may reflect that 
it is more comfortable chan being ‘thrown into the fire and bum. 
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Once again, love and joy are to the fore, but we note with unease 
the link that Jesus makes between loving and laying down our lives 
for our friends. Once again, the world is presented as a force opposed 
to Jesus; but (once again} the Paraclete ts promised, who will help 
disciples τὸ remain in contact with the Father, and, in bearing witness 
to Jesus, enable disciples also to bear witness. 

Once again, che disciples ask dim questions, and admit ‘we have 
no tdea what he is talking about’. Then, just towards the end, they 
finally brighten up and announce ‘now .. . we believe chat you have 
come forch from God’, In response, Jesus warns them that they are 
all abour to run away; and this part of the discourse ends with 
peace, in contrast to the ‘agony’ that che world offers, and, in a final 
flourish, ‘courage: [ have conquered the world’. 

‘They hated me for nothing’ is a quotation from Psalm 35:19. 


Jesus’ last discourse, third part — “Glorify your Son’ 


17..." Jesus said chis, and lifting up his eyes to heaven said, ‘Father, the hour has came. 
Glonfy your Son, that your Son may glorify you. Just as you gave him authority 
[over] all Hesh, so chat everything chat you have given him, he may give to them: 
eternal life. This is eternal life, chat chey should know you as the only True God, 
and the one whom you sent, Jesus Messiah. I glorified you on earth, completing 
the work that you pave me to do. And now you glorify me, Father, ar your side, 
with che glory chat before the world existed I had ac your side. 

Ἵ revealed your name to the people whom you gave me from the world. They 
were yours; and ic was τὸ me that you gave them, and they have kept your word. 
Now they know that everything that you gave me [comes] from you; because the 
words that you gave me, | have given co them, and they accepted [them] and knew 
truly that I came from you — and they believed that you sent me. I ask with regard 
to them; I do ποῖ ask about the world, but abour chose whom you gave me, 
because they are yours. And everything that is mine is yours, and whats yours [is] 
mine — and | am glorified in them. 

‘And | am no longer in the world — and they are in the world, and I am coming 
to you. Holy Father, keep them in your name which you have given to me, chat 
they may be one just as we [are one). When | was with them, I kept them in your 
name which you have given to me, and guarded them. And not one of them is 
destroyed except the son of destruction, that the Scripture might be fulflled. 

“Bur now I am coming to you, and I say these things in the world, chat chey may 
have my joy fulfilled in them. | have given them your word, and the world hates 
them, because they are not from the world, jusc as 1 am noc from the world. I do 
not ask that you should take them from the world, bur chat you should keep them 
out of [che clutches of] the Evil One. OF the world they are not, just as fam not of 
the world. Consecrate them in Truth. Your word is Truth. Just as you sent me into 
the world, 1 also send them into che world. And on their behalf 7 consecrate 
myself, chat #4ey also may be consecrated in Truth. 

Ἵ do noc ask just on behalf of these, but also on behalf of those who through 
their word come to faith in me, that they may all be one, just as you, Father, are in 
me and | in you, chat they may also be in us, in order that the world may believe 
that you sent me. And for my part, the glory which you have given to me I have 
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given co them, in order chat they may be one as we are one, [ in chem and you in 
me, that they may be perfected into one, that the world may know that you sent 
me, and you loved chem as you loved me. Father, what you have given me, | want 
that where ] am they also may be with me, that they also may see my glory which 
you have given me, because you loved me before che foundation of the world. O 
Just Father, the world did not know you, and I know you and these know chat you 
sent me. And | made your name known to them, and | shall continue to make it 
known, that the love with which you loved me may be in chem, and [ also in them.’ 


Ac this poine, it is really no longer a ‘discourse’, as Jesus tuens, 
almost priest-like, to address τῆς Father, and offers a prayer, which 
has a number of elements to it. There is the familiar element of glory, 
the mutual glorification of Father and Son. Then there is the prayer 
for the people the Father gave him from the world: ‘keep them in 
your name. Next there is the warning that the world will hate rhem. 
Then comes the prayer for those whom this little group will reach: 
‘may they all be one, just as we are one, | in them, and you in me’. 
Finally the whole discourse ends, just as ic had begun (see 13:1), 
with several mentions of the word ‘love’. 


Chapters 18 and 19: The Passion and Death of Jesus 


John's story, in tts account of the last hours of Jesus’ life, presents a 
picture of him that is different from that which we find in che 
Synoptcs. Watch and see how very much Jesus is in control, at 


cvery stage. 


The arrest of Jesus 


18'°? Saying these things, Jesus went out with his disciples across the Wadi Kedron, 
where there was a garden, which he entered, as did his disciples. And Judas who 
was berraying him also knew the place, because Jesus had often gathered there with 
his disciples. So Judas, taking the cohort, [and] servances both from che high priests 
and from the Pharisees, comes there with lamps and torches and weapons. So 
Jesus, knowing everything that was coming upon him, came out and says to them, 
“Whom are you looking for?’ They answered him, ‘Jesus the Nazarene.’ He says to 
them, ‘Il AM.’ Now Judas, who was betraying him, stood with them. And so when 
he said to them ‘] AM’, they went backwards and fell to the ground. Again 
therefore he interrogated chem, “Whom are you looking for?’ And they said, ‘Jesus 
the Nazarene.’ Jesus answered, ‘I said that | AM. So if it is me you are looking for, 
lec chese go.” [This was] in order that the word might be fulfilled which he had 
spoken, ‘Those whom you gave me, [ have not lost [any] of them.’ 

And so Simon Peter, having a sword, drew it. and seruck che slave of the High 
Priest, and cut off his ear lobe, the right-hand one. The name of the slave was 
Malchus. And so Jesus said τὸ Peter, ‘Puc the sword in its scabbard; the cup which 
my Father has given me, shall I not drink it?’ And so the cohort and the cribunus 
militum, and the servants of τῆς Judaeans, arrested Jesus and tied him up. 
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The garden in which this episode takes place reminds us of the 
garden at the very beginning of the Bible (see Genesis 2:8), and 
therefore, perhaps, of the opening lines of the Gaspel. Ir also looks 
forward co the rather different garden of 19:41, and perhaps also τὸ 
the ‘gardener’ of 20:15, 

Consider Jesus’ opponents, armed to the teeth, and grimly 
hanging on to their torches, which simply reveal theic fear of the 
one whom we know to be the ‘Light of the World’. Jesus, by 
contrast, is in sole charge here; he ‘knows’ what is happening; it 1s 
he who conducts the interview with che arresting parry; and when 
he identifies himself (EGO ΕἸΜΙ AM), the phrase is so powerful 
that it knocks them to the ground. He then gives orders that they 
are not co arrest anyone else. Notice also that his words (about ‘those 
whom you gave me’) have now become Scripture, τὸ be fulfilled. 

From the other angle, contrast Jesus’ majestic assurance with 
Simon Peter's absurd act of resistance (whac on earth is the use of 
cutting off a ‘right ear lobe’?), and with the might of the Roman 
army that is required to take Jesus to Annas and Caiaphas. Both of 
these show something of the powerful mystery that is Jesus. 


Jesus and Simon Peter at the High Priest’s house 


And they took him to Annas first, for he was the father-in-law of Caiaphas, who 
was high priest that year. It was Caiaphas who had advised the Judaeans that it was 
expedient for one person to die on behalf of the people. 

Now Simon Peter followed Jesus, along with another disciple. Thar disciple was 
known co the High Priest, and he went in with Jesus to the palace of the High 
Priest. But Peter stood outside, beside the door. And so the other disciple went out, 
the one who was an acquaintance of the High Priest, and spoke to the lady gate- 
watcher and introduced Peter. And so the slave girl who was the gate-watcher says 
to Peter, ‘Arent you among the disciples of that fellow?’ He says, ‘I am not.’ 

The slaves and the servants stood, having made a charcoal fire, because it was 
cold, and were warming themselves. And Peter also was with them, standing and 
warming himself. 

And so the High Priest interrogated Jesus about his disciples and his ceachings. 
Jesus answered him, ‘I have spoken openly to the world. | always taught in 
synagogue(s] and in the Temple, where all Judaeans come together; and I said 
nothing in secret. Why do you interrogate me? Interrogate those who heard what | 
said to them. Look — these people know what I said.’ As he was saying this, one 
[particular] bystander from [among] the servants gave Jesus a slap, saying, ‘Is this 
the way you respond co the High Priest?’ Jesus answered him, ‘If I spoke evilly, 
testify about the evil. Bur if [I spoke] well, why do you beac me?’ And so Annas 
sent him, bound, to Caiaphas the High Priest. 

And Simon Peter was standing and warming himself. And so they said to him, 
surely you are also one of his disciples?” He denied and said, ‘I am nor.’ One of the 
slaves of che High Priest, being a cousin of rhe one whose ear lobe Peter had cut 
off, says, ‘Didnt I see you in the garden with him?’ So again Peter denied. And 
immediately a cock crew. 
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The centre of this episode is the interrogation of Jesus, or rather 
Jesus’ entirely, authoritative statement, highlighted by the trivial 
violence of the slap from a sycophantic servant, and by Jesus’ cool 
dismissal of it. 

Framing this picture of assurance is a most unassured performance 
from Simon Peter, who is brave enough τὸ follow, right into the 
lion's den, bur not brave enough to admit τὸ a slave girl that he was 
a disciple of Jesus. Twice more, as he warms himself (his cold was 
that of incipient treachery), he denies the plain truth, even to a 
witness who had cause to remember him in che garden. John concludes 
the story, ‘and immediately a cock crew’. There is no need to say 


anything mote. 


A drama of judgement, played out on two stages 


18.519“ = And so they led Jesus from the house of Caiaphas to the praetorium. It was 
early in the morning. And they themselves did not enter into the praetorium, so 
that they should not be defiled bur [be able to] eae the Passover. And so Pilate came 
outside to them, and says, ‘What accusation do you bring against this man?’ They 
replied and said to him, ‘If this fellow were not an evildoer, we would not have 
handed him over to you.’ And so Pilate said to them, * You people take him -- and 
according to your law judge him.’ And so the Judaeans said to him, ‘Ic is not 
permissible for us to kill anybody.’ [This was in order] that Jesus’ word might be 
fulfilled, signalling by what kind of a death he was about to die. And so Pilate went 
back into the practorium, and he called Jesus and said τὸ him, ‘Are you the King of 
the Judaeans?’ 

Jesus replied, ‘On your own account do you say this, or did others tell you about 
me? Pilate answered, ‘Do you chink that #am a Judaean? Your nation, and the 
high pnests, handed you over to me. What have you done?’ Jesus replied, ‘My kingdom 
is not of this world. If my kingdom were of this world, my servants would have 
strugpled so chat I should not be handed over to che Judaeans. As it is, my kingdom 
is not from here.’ And so Pilate said to him, “Then you are a king, are you not? 
Jesus replied, “You say chac 1 am a king. / was born for this, and for this [ came into 
the world, that | might bear witness co the Truth, Everyone who is of the Truth 
listens co my voice.’ Pilate says to him, ‘What ts Truth?’ 

And saying this he went out again to the Judaeans, and says to them, 1 find no 
grounds [against] him. But you have a custom, thar [ should release one person to 
you at the Passover. So — do you want me to release the King of the Judaeans τὸ 
you?’ And so they cried out again saying, ‘Not this one, but Barabbas.’ Barabbas 
was a bandit. 


And so then Pilate took Jesus and scourged him. And the soldiers, weaving a 
wreath out of thorns, placed it on his head, and a purple cloak they put round him, 
and they came to him and started to say, ‘Hail, King of the Judaeans.’ And they 
rained blows on him. And again Pilate comes out and says τὸ them, “Look -- I am 
leading him out to you, that you may know that I find no grounds [against] him,’ 
And so Jesus came out, wearing the wreath of thors and the purple cloak. And he 
says to chem, ‘Behold -- the man.” And so when the chief priests and the servants 
saw him, they cried out, saying, “Crucify, crucify.’ Pilate says τὸ them, * Yew take 
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him and crucify [him]. For 7 find no grounds against him.’ And so the Judaeans 
replied, ‘We have a Law. And according co the Law, he ought to die — because he 
appointed himself Son of God.’ And so when Pilate heard this statement he was 
more afraid. And he went into the praetorium again, and says to Jesus, “Where are 
you from?’ 

But Jesus gave him no reply. And so Pilate says co him, ‘Do you not talk to me? 
Don't you know that I have power τὸ release you, and have power to crucify you?’ 
Jesus replied to him, “You would have no power againse me, unless it were given 
you from above, For this reason, the one who handed me over has [the] greater 
sin. From that [moment] Pilare was seeking to free him, but the Judaeans cried 
οὐκ saying, ‘If you free this fellow, you are not a friend of Caesar; everyone who 
appoints himself King is opposed to Caesar.’ And so Pilate, taking these words 
aboard, led Jesus outside, and he sat on [the] judgemenc-bench in a place called 
‘Lithostrotos [‘Pavemenr’], [or], in Aramaic, “Gabbacha. It was the Preparation Day 
of the Feast; the hour was about midday. 

And he says to the Judaeans, ‘Look — your King.” And so they cried out, ‘Take 
[him] away! Take [him] away! Crucify him!’ Pilate says to them, ‘Your King, shall I 
crucify?’ The high priests replied, “We have no king bur Caesar.’ And so he handed 
him over to them that he should be crucified. 


The evangelist has carefully constructed this episode. It starts with 
the unhealthy concrast (of which he does not make very much} 
between what Jesus’ opponents were engaged upon, and their desire 
not to be polluted before the Passover. 

More impressively, look at his ‘stage directions; look for words 
such as ‘enter, ‘outside’, ‘back into the praetorium’, ‘went out again, 
‘comes out, ‘went into the praetorium again’, and you will see thac 
the story alternates between two stages, not this time ‘upper and 
‘lower, but ‘inner and ‘outer. The outside is all noise and baying 
for blood and attempts at manipulation; inside is a serene authority, 
radiating from Jesus. Berween these cwo stages scurries Pilate, like a 
frightened rabbic. At the heart of ict all is a debate about kingship: 
who is King, Tiberius Caesar {and therefore also Pilate, his local 
representative), or Jesus? Pilates verdict, delivered three times, 18 
that Jesus is indeed a king; but the question remains: who Is sitting 
in judgement on whom? The soldiers jain in and play a game of 
‘King’ wich Jesus, bur anly throw his quiet dignity into sharp relief. 
Pilate, unmistakably alarmed now, asks Jesus che all-important 
question: “Where are you from?’ He gets no answer, but Jesus’ next 
response to his words absolutely scrips him of any auchoriry ac all. 
Then, in a terrtble abrogation of what Israel] stood for, the religious 
leaders solemnly declare, “We have no king but Caesar.’ There 
should be a shocked silence after these words. 


The crucifixion and death of Jesus 


And so they accepted Jesus. And carrying his cross for himself, he went out to the 
[place] known as Skull Place, which in Aramaic is known as Goilgotha, where they 
crucified him, and with him two others, on this side and on that, and Jesus in the 
middle. And Pilate wrote an inscription and put it on the cross; and it was written: 
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‘Jesus the Nazarene, the King of the Judaeans.’ And so this inscription was read by 
many of the Judaeans, because che place was near the city where Jesus was 
crucified, and it was written in Aramaic, Latin, Greek. And so the high priests of 
the Judaeans said co Pilate, ‘Do not write, “the King of the Judaeans”, bur that 
“The man said, 1 am the King of the Judaeans’.” ᾿ Pilate replied, “What I have 
written, | have written.’ 

And so the soldiers, when they had crucihed Jesus, cook his garments and made 
four parts, a pare τὸ each soldier, and his tunic, But the tunic was seamless, [being] 
woven from the top throughout. And so they said to each other, ‘Let us not divide 
ic; instead, ler us case Jors [for] it [τὸ see] whose it will be.” [This was] chat che 


Scripture might be fulflled which says: 


‘They divided my garments [among] themselves, 
and over my garments they cast lor[s]. 


And so the soldiers did thar. 

There stood by the cross of Jesus his mother, and his mother's sister, Mary of 
Clopas and Mary the Magdalene. And so Jesus, seeing his mother, and the disciple 
standing by whom he loved, says τὸ [his] mother, ‘Woman, look -- your son.’ Then 
he says to the disciple, ‘Look - your mother.’ And from chat hour the disciple took 
her to his own, 

After chis, Jesus, knowing that already everything was brought to perfection, in 
order that the Scripture might be perfected, says, ‘I chirst. A vessel lay there, full of 
wine vinegar. And so, wrapping a sponge full of the vinegar on a picce of hyssop 
they offered it to his mouth. And when he had caken the vinegar, Jesus said, ‘It ts 
perfected.’ And inclining his head, he handed over che Spirit. 


Now comes the last act (or ts it?); and although Jesus must inevitably 
dic at the end of it, just notice how very much tn charge he 15. There 
is here no sign of Simon of Cyrene; instead Jesus is ‘carrying his own 
cross for himself’; and there ts the afhrmation, solemnly written out 
by che local representative of τῆς most powerful man in the world, 
and in all the relevant languages, that Jesus is indeed the ‘King’. 

We do nor in John, as we do in the Synoptic Gospels, feel that 
Jesus is alone and abandoned on the cross. Instead, the cross is more 
like a royal throne, from which he forms a royal dynasty, of his 
mother and the disciple chat he loved. 

Finally, ‘knowing that already everything was brought to perfection’, 
he makes sure that the final Scriptuce text is fulfilled, and announces 
his thirst, perhaps making us think of Psalm 22:15, just as ‘they 
divided my garments among themselves . . .. comes from Psalm 
22:18, accepts some vinegar, and graciously allaws Death to do his 
part: ‘it is accomplished (or: perfected).' Even the description of his 
death, which could equally well have been translated “he gave up his 
life’, is probably to be read as a royal distribution of the Spuric. 


Jesus’ royal bunal 

And so the Judacans, since it was Preparation [Day], so chat the bodies should not 
remain on the cross on the Sabbath, for that was a special Sabbath-day, asked Pilare 
that the legs might be broken, and the bodies taken away. And so the soldiers 
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came, and of the first one they broke che legs, and [then] of the other who had 
been crucified with him. But coming co Jesus, when they saw him already dead, 
they did not break his legs. Instead, one of the soldiers, with a spear pierced his side. 
And there came out straightaway blood and water. And the one who saw it has testihed, 
and crue is his testimony, and he knows that he speaks true chings, in order chat 
you may believe. For these chings happened chat the seripcures might be fulhlled: 


‘Not ἃ bone of him shall be broken.’ 
And again another Scripture says: 
‘They shal! look on [him] whom they have pierced.’ 


After this, the request was puc to Pilate by Joseph from Arimathea, who was a 
disciple of Jesus, although hidden, because of fear of the Judaeans, chat he might 
take away Jesus’ body, And Pilate gave permission. And so he came and took his 
body. And Nicodemus came, who came co him by night in the first place, with a 
mixture of myrrh and aloes, about a hundred pounds. And so they took the body 
of Jesus and wrapped it in linen cloths with the spices, as is the custom tor 
Judaeans to bury [corpses]. And there was in the place where he was crucihed a 
garden, and in the garden a new comb, in which no one had yet been laid. And so 
there, because of the Preparation Day of the Judaeans, because the tomb was 
nearby, they laid Jesus. 


Jesus’ opponents once more show themselves concerned about ritual 
purity; even in death, however, Jesus stands for something far more 
exalted. His legs remain unbroken; his corpse royally discharges 
blood and water; he fulfils Scripture. Finally he is given a burial fic 
for a king, with enormous quantities of aloes and myrrh, and a new 
tomb in a garden; and the story ends, gently and respectfully, with 
‘Jesus’ as the very last word: ‘they laid Jesus’. 

‘Not a bone of him shall be broken’ comes from Psalm 34:20 {and 
see also Exodus 12:46, Numbers 9:12, which link the words to the 
Passover. Remember thar John sees Jesus as the Passover lamb). “They 
shall look on him whom they pierced’ ts from Zechariah 12:10. 

What does it mean to call Jesus a king? 


The empty tomb; the encounter with Mary Magdalene 
On che first day of the week Mary the Magdalene comes early, while it 15 still dark, 


to the tomb, and sees the stone taken away from the tomb. And so she runs, and 
comes to Simon Peter and to the other disciple whom Jesus loved, and says to 
them, “They took the Lord out of the tomb, and we do not know where they have 
put him. And so Peter and the orher disciple went out; and they came co the 
tomb. The cwo of them were running side by side; and the other disciple ran more 
quickly than Peter, and went ahead, and gor to the tomb frst. And stooping down 
he sees the linen cloths lying -- but he did not go in. And so Simon Peter also 
comes, in second place, and went into the tomb, And he sees the linen cloths lying 
[there} and the sweat-cloch, which was on his head, not lying with che linen cloths, 
but rolled up on its own, in one place. And so then the other disciple also went in, 
the one who had come first to the tomb; and he saw and he believed. For they did 
not yet understand che scriptures, that it was inevitable that he [should be] raised 
from the dead. And so the disciples went back [home]. 
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But Mary stood outside by the tomb, weeping. And so, as she wept, she stooped 
down [to look] into the tomb; and she sees two angels in white [gacments] sitting 
[there], one ar the head and one at the feet, where Jesus’ body had lain. And they 
say to her, ‘Woman, why are you weeping?’ She says to them, ‘They took my Lord 
away, and I dont know where they have put him.’ Saying chis, she turned around 
backwards and sees Jesus standing there — and she did not know that it was Jesus. 
Jesus says to her, ‘Woman, why are you weeping? Whom are you looking for?’ She, 
thinking thar it was the gardener, says to him, ‘Sir [or: ‘Lord’], if you have taken 
him, tell me where you have put him, and | shall move him.’ Jesus says τὸ her, 
‘Mary. She turns round and says τὸ him in Aramaic, ‘Rabbouni’ (which means 
“Teacher’). Jesus says to her, “Don't touch me — for | have not yet gone up to the 
Father. Bur go to my brethren, and tell them, “I am going up to my Facher and 
your Father, and my God and your God.”' Mary the Magdalene comes announcing 
to the disciples, ‘I have seen the Lord’, and [chat] he had said these things to her. 


There is an air of uncertainty about this story: the stone is rolled 
away, and there is no body. Everyone suddenly starts running, a sign 
of the general confusion; linen cloths are lying all over the place 
(which shows chat it wasn't grave-robbers). Finally, the beloved 
disciple, who has courteously waited outside for his elder to arrive, 
puffing and panting, goes in ‘and he saw and he believed’. Whar did 
he believe? The inevicabiliry, ic would seem, of Jesus’ Resurrection. 

Mary, however, has not yet cumbled to it, and remains weeping. 
Then she goes deeper into the mystery, because there are two angels 
who ask her, noc unkindly, “Woman, why are you weeping?’ 

Her answer concerns the loss of her much-loved Lord; and now 
that same Lord appears, alchough unrecognised, mistaken for the 
local garden attendant. Her illusion ts rapidly dispelled, however, 
when she is addressed by name, and she replies in her native Aramaic. 
Then we are reminded of the ‘two stages’: Jesus no longer belongs 
on the ‘lower stape’; his place is on the ‘upper stage’, with his Father. 
Then Mary does whar disciples must do, and proclaims the 
Resurrection. The story comes full circle, as she announces: 1 have 
seen the Lord.’ Ac this point, we remember Jesus opening words: 
‘What do you seek... Come and you will see’ (1:38, 39). We also 
recall the testimony of rhe Baptist {1 have seen and | have borne 
witness, that this is the Son of God’, 1:34; ‘See! The Lamb of God, 
1:36), and the response to Mary's tears (‘Whom are you looking 
for?’), a few lines ago. 


The mystery explored to the full 


And so when it was late on thar day, the first day of rhe week, and the doors were 
closed where the disciples were, for fear of the Judaeans, Jesus came and stood in 
the midst, and says to rhem, ‘Peace be with you.’ And saying this, he showed his 
hands and his side. And so the disciples rejoiced, seeing the Lord. And so Jesus said 
to them again, “Peace to you. As the Father sent me, | also send you. And saying 
this, he breached on them and says to chem, ‘Receive [the] Holy Spirit. If you let 
go the sins of any, they are let go for them -- if you hold them bound, they are held 
bound.’ 
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Now Thomas, one of the Twelve, known as “Twin, was not with chem when 
Jesus came. And so the other disciples said to him, “We have seen the Lord.’ But he 
said to them, ‘Unless I see in his hands the mark of the nails, and thrust my finger 
into the mark of the nails, and thrust my hand into his side, I shall never believe.’ 

And after eight days, again the disciples were inside, and Thomas with them. 
Jesus comes, the doors being closed, and stood in the middle and said, “Peace to 
you.’ Then he says τὸ Thomas, ‘Bring your finger here and see my hands, and bring 
your hand here and thrust it into my side, and don’t be an unbeliever, but [be] a 
believer. Thomas replied and said to him, “My Lord and my God.’ Jesus says to 
him, ‘Because you have seen me, you have come to faith. Happy are thase who did 
not see and believed. 


This passage unfolds in rwo scenes. [n the fist, it is established a) 
that che disciples are frightened, and certainly do not believe in the 
Resurrection; b) that Jesus is risen; and c) that the disciples have a 
mission, described in terms of the Holy Spiric and of letting go of 
sins. The second scene goes much deeper into the mystery, thanks 
to Thomas's incredulity, and, frankly, thanks co his rather crude 
demand for verification. It is a repeat of the first scene, a week later; 
but after the opening greecing it takes a very unexpected nun. Thomas 
is granted his rather unpleasant wish (though we are not cold 
whether or not he takes advantage of the offer), but instead, like 
Nathanael before him (see 1:46-52), he leaps beyond che evidence, 
and makes the afhrmation to which the Gospel has been leading, all 
this time: ‘My Lord and my God. Then, just as we applaud his 
insight, we find ourselves purring in self-satisfaction as we hear the 
next stage in the story: ‘Happy are those who did not see and 
believed’, That clearly refers to us who read this Gospel. 


Final words to the reader 


31 And so there were many other signs thar Jesus did in the presence of his disciples, 
which are not written down on chis scroll. But these things are written, so that you 
may have faich thar Jesus is the Messiah, the Son of God, and that through your 
faich you may have life in his name. 


Now the evangelist rurns and speaks directly to us. He admits that 
he has not told the whole story, only that bit of ic that brings us, the 
readers or hearers, to ‘have faich that Jesus is che Messiah, the Son of 
God’. And why should he do this? So chat through our faith we 


‘may have life in his name’. 


Final appearance (mainly to Peter) 


21 "25 After this, Jesus revealed himself again τὸ the disciples on the Sea of Tiberias. He 
revealed [himself] in this way: 

They were together, Simon Peter, and Thomas called Twin, and Nachanael, the 

one from Cana in the Galilee, and the [sons) of Zebedee, and two others of his 

disciples. Simon Peter says to them, ‘I am going co fish.’ They say to him, ‘We're 
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also coming with you.’ They went out, and they boarded the boat, and on chat 
night they caughe nothing. When it was already morning, Jesus stood on the shore 
~ but the disciples did not know that it was Jesus. And so Jesus says to them, 
‘Children, don’t you have any fish?’ They answered him, ‘No.’ He said τὰ them, 
‘Cast the net out om to the starboard side of the boar and you will find 
[something]. And so they did, and chey no longer had the strength to pull it, because 
of che number of fish. And so that disciple whom Jesus loved says to Perer, ‘It is che 
Lord.’ So Simon Peter, hearing that it was the Lord, put on his outer garment (for 
he was naked) and threw himself into the sea. Meanwhile the other disciples came 
by boat, for they were not far from the land, buc about a hundred yards [away], 
dragging the net of fish. And so when they wenc on shore they see a charcoal-fire 
set up, and fish and bread on top. Jesus says to them, ‘Bring {some] of the fish 
which you have just caughe.” And so Simon Peter went up and dragged the net to 
the land, full of big fish, one hundred and fifty-three; and alchough there were so 
many, the nec was not split. Jesus says to them, ‘Come here and eat vour breakfast.’ 
None of the disciples dared to ask him, “Who are you?’, knowing thar it was the 
Lord. Jesus comes and takes the bread and gives it to them, and the fish likewise. 
And this [was the] third [time] Jesus appeared to the disciples, having risen from 
the dead. 

So when they had had breakfast, Jesus says ro Simon Peter, ‘Simon [son] of John, 
do you love me more than these?’ He says to him, ‘Yes, Lord, you know that | love 
you. He says to him, ‘Feed my lambs.’ He says to him agatn a second time, ‘Simon 
[son] of John, do you love me?’ He says to him, ‘Yes, Lord, you know thar [ love 
you. He says to him, ‘Pasture my sheep.’ He says to him a chird time, “Simon [son] 
of John, do you love me?’ Peter was grieved that he said to him ἃ third ame, ‘Do 
you love me?’, and he says to him, ‘Lord, you know everything, you know char | 
love you.’ Jesus says to him, ‘Feed my sheep. Amen, Amen, I tell you, when you 
were younger, you girded yourself, and you walked where you wanted. But when 
you grow old, you will stretch out your hands, and someone else will gird you, and 
will cake you where you don’t want [to go]. 

He said this, indicating by what kind of a death he was going to glorify God. 
And having said this, he says τὸ him, ‘Follow me.’ 

Peter turns and sees the disciple whom Jesus loved following, who ac the supper 
had laid down on his breast and said, ‘Lord, who is the one who is betraying you?’ 
So seeing him, Peter says to Jesus, ‘Lord, what about this one?’ Jesus says to him, ‘If 
[ wane him τὸ remain till | come, what is that to you? You follow me. And so the 
rumour went out to the brethren chat chat disciple was noc going to die; but Jesus 
didn't tell him that he was not going τὸ die, bur ‘If I want him to remain cill | 
come, what is that to you?’ 

This is the disciple who bears witness about these things, and who wrote these 
things; and we know char his witness is true. There are many other things thar 
Jesus did, which if each of them was written individually, | don't think the world 
would contain the written scrolls. 


Some scholars, by no means all, regard the last two verses of Chapter 
20 as the original ending, so that Chapter 21 is an appendix, perhaps 
written after the death of the evangelist. That is possible, bur we 
have seen sufficient mysterious introductions and connections in 
the course of reading this Gospel to know thar we cannot always be 
sure of too-conhdent conclusions of this sort. 
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The episode is about Peter, who has spoken up, impressively if 
not always accurately, at several places in the Gospel, since thar 
moment in Chapter 1 when his brother Andrew brought him to 
Jesus. Since then, however, we have heard him deny chat he was a 
disciple, and have seen him make a fruitless visit to che empty tomb. 
So there is unfinished business here. Fhe episode starts with him 
exercising leadership in the group (just as he had when he went first 
into the romb), telling a select number of them that he was returning 
to his profession (in which, as it turned our, he was mistaken). Some- 
how the reader is not surprised when they catch nothing (Jesus is 
not with them). As soon as Jesus appears, however, they have more 
fish than they can cope with (153, according to the evangelist — and 
you should see che Mights of fancy to which readers and scholars 
have been led by this figure down the centuries!), Then there is a 
charming picture of the Lord cooking the food for breakfast (and 
we notice thar the beloved disciple recognises who it is, while the 
rest are not quite so sure); but as che meal progresses, we (and Peter) 
are uneasily aware of the unfinished business, and nervously hear 
Jesus turn co ask the question, ‘Do you love me?’ The question is 
asked three times, and we should have to be very insensitive not to 
see in chis the most delicate possible reference to Peter's triple denial. 
In chat moment, he is given his cask, precisely as sinner: ‘Feed my 
lambs [or: sheep).’ 

Then he is piven a warning, or a prediction of his death. Only 
after that does Jesus say “Follow me’ — and Peter, impetuous τὸ the 
last, fails to respond directly co this invitation, but gets distracted, 
and starts worrying about the ‘beloved disciple’, and demands τὸ 
know what will happen τὸ him. He is given no answer, but simply 
told, once more, ‘Follow me.’ Finally there is a comment on this 
beloved disciple: ‘This ts the disciple... who wrote these chings.’ Is 
ic the author of the Gospel? Perhaps, but it doesn't quite 
say so. The Gospel is all abour the Word, who was with God, nor 
about his disciples; and so it ends with yet another disclaimer. The 
Gospel, we learn, does not contain everything that Jesus did. It 
couldn't possibly. 

And so this astonishing composition tails away into silence. Only 
it doesn't, because in the silence there lies hidden an invitation to 
you, the reader. 
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Introduction 


The racy tale that you are about τὸ read is the second part of our two-volume 
narrative and it is likewise addressed to “Theophilus’. If the Gospel was the Gospel 
of Jesus, you might say that Acts is the “Gospel of the Holy Spirit. Two ways tn 
which you will notice che power of the Spirit: first, Aces is a journey, always ‘on the 
move’, until ic reaches Rome; and even then it is restless — the last word (rwo words 
in English, only one in Greek) of the rwo volumes is ‘without hindrance’. Second, 
in his account of the Pentecost incident, Luke represents this Holy Spirit as ‘fire’ 
and ‘mighty wind’. Watch how this power is made evidence throughout this 
extraordinary story. 
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Prologue 


Theophilus: the first account 1 drew up about all the [things] which Jesus began co 
do and teach, fram che day when he gave orders τὸ the apostles whom he had 
chosen, through the Holy Spirit; and then he was taken up. He had showed himself 
alive co chem, after his passion, by many convincing proofs, appearing to them 
through (a period of] forty days, and speaking the things that concern the kingdom 
of God. While he was staying with them, he directed them noc to depart from 
Jerusalem, but τὸ await ‘the promise of the Farhec, which you have heard me 
(talking abour]. For John baptised with water, while you will be baptised with che 


Holy Spiric, not many days from now.’ 


Luke here rapidly and skilfully summarises ‘the story so far’. The 
two-volume work that we call ‘Luke-Acts’ (and an untranslacable 
particle in the Greek here makes it clearer than we can in English 
thar we are now beginning Volume 11} is addressed to the ‘Most 
Excellent Theophilus’. This form of address is appropriate for one of 
the Equttes, the second (but still] decidedly exalted) rank of Roman 
society. The name ‘Theophilus’ might be that of a real person, 
perhaps Luke's well-to-do patron. Or, since it means ‘Beloved by God’ 
or ‘Lover of God’, it might be addressed to any Christian reader. 

One aspect of Acts that we shall frequently notice is the way it 
echoes Volume I, the ‘Gospel of Luke’. The first example of such an 
echo comes here, with the reference to ‘forty days’. Just as Jesus prepared 
for his mission with forty days in the desert, he now prepares the 
Church for its mission with forty days of appearances. We note, too, 
the first mention of the Holy Spirit, whose chronicle Acts is, and τῆς 
phrase ‘the promise of the Father’, referring to the Holy Spirit. 

Norice chat Resurrection is part of the ‘given’ of Accs, as it is of 
the New Testament as a whole. 


The Ascension: final instructions, attentive prayer 


So they came together, and asked him, ‘Lord, is it at this time that you are re- 
establishing the kingdom for Israel?’ He said to them, ‘It is not your right to know 
times and seasons which the Father has fixed by his own aucthoriry. Instead, you 
will receive power when the Holy Spint comes on you, and you will be my witnesses, 
in Jerusalem, and in all Judaea and Samaria, and uncil che end of the earth.’ 

As he said these things, while they looked, he was lifted up, and a cloud took 
him up, out of their sight. As they were gazing intently into heaven, while he 
journeyed, look! Two men were in their presence, in whice clothes; and these men 
said, ‘Men of Galilee, why do you stand Jooking into heaven? This Jesus. who was 
taken up from you into heaven, so he will come in [just the same] way you see him 
journeying into heaven.’ 

Then they returned to Jerusalem from the Mount called “The Olive Grove’, 
which is near Jerusalem, a Sabbath-day's journey. When they entered [the city] they 
went up to the upper room where they were staying: Peter and John and Jacob and 
Andrew, Philip and Thomas, Bartholomew and Matthew, Jacob of Alphaeus and 
Simon the Zealot and Judas of Jacob. All these were engaged unanimously in 
prayer, along with the women, and Mary the mother of Jesus, and his brothers. 
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The disciples do not really understand at present; chis incomprehension 
continues a theme from the Gospel, of course. That will change 
when ‘the Holy Spiric comes on you’; in a sense, Acts ts che working 
out of this promise. Acts also shows how che apostles became Jesus 
‘witnesses in Jerusalem and in all Judaea and Samaria (reversing the 
order of the Gospel, where Jesus journeyed from Galilee chrough 
Samaria to Judaea and finally to Jerusalem) and ‘as far as the end of 
the earth’, which will be frst Athens (Chaprer 17) and finally Rome 
(28:30, 31). 

Two favourite words of Luke chat come in this texe are cranslated 
here, ‘gazing intently’ and ‘journeyed’. ‘Went is che more common 
cranstation of the latter, but does not reflect the weight thac Luke 
puts upon it in the ‘journeying Gospel’. ‘A Sabbath-day's journey’: 
orthodox Jews may not cravel more than a thousand yards outside 
the cicy limits on che Sabbath-day. As in the opening of his Gospel, 
Luke is careful to show that che heroes of his story are observant 
Jews. 

The list of apostles is the same as in Luke 6:14-16, but in a different 
order, and, of course, without Judas Iscariot. Some scholars feel thar 
Luke puts the women ‘in their place’ by mentioning them last. 

Note the word cranslated ‘unanimously’; we shall see this again as 


a description of the infant Church. 


Selecting a replacement for Judas 
In those days, Peter stood up in the middle of the brethren and said (and che crowd 


of names together was about a hundred and cwency), Men and brothers, it was 
necessary for the Scripture to be fulfilled which the Holy Spirit foretold through 
the mouth of David, regarding Judas, who became a guide to those who arrested 
Jesus, because he was numbered with us, and he had been allotted this ministry. So 
this fellow obtained a piece of land out of che wages of iniquiry, and falling head- 
long he burse open in the middle, and all his guts poured out. This became known 
to all who dwell in Jerusalem, so thar that piece of land was called in their own 
language “Haceldama’, chat is ‘Field of Blood’. For it is written in the Book of 
Psalms: 


“Ler his residence become a desert, and let che one who dwells in it not be’; and 
“Let another take over his office-as-overseer.” 


‘Therefore it is necessary that one of the men who came together with us all the 
time when the Lord Jesus came in and went ouc among us, beginning from the 
baptism of John until the day when he was taken up from us, should become with 
us a witness of his Resurrection.’ 

They set up cwo, Joseph called Barsabbas, who was nicknamed ‘Justus’, and 
Marthias. They prayed and said, “You, Lord, knower of che hearts of all, show 
which one out of che rwo you have chosen, to take the place of this service and this 
apostolate from which Judas transgressed, to journey to his own place.’ They gave 
them Jots; and the lot fell on Matthias, and he was voted in with the eleven 
apostles. 
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Peter exercises here ἃ leadership which he does not always have in Acts, 
initiating God's choice of a successor to Judas. We notice that once 
he has performed his task of making Eleven into Twelve, Matthias is 
never heard of again, 

‘Twice in this passage Luke uses, what in Greek is a three-letter 
word, translated ‘it is/was necessary’; and notice also the word ‘fore- 
told’. Both these words subtly convey che message that God is in 
charge, the Holy Spirit is ircesistibly running the show. 

The two quotations applied to Judas and che problems of his 
successor are from Psalm 69:25 and 109:8 respectively. 

We also notice that rhe function of an apostle is to be a ‘witness of 
his Resurrection’. 


Fire and wind at Pentecost 


Ac the fulfilment of the day of Pentecost they were all cogether in the same place. 
Suddenly there came from heaven a sound, as of a violent wind rushing, and it 
filled the whole house where they were sitting, and divided tongues, as if of fire, 
appeared τὸ them, and sat on each single one of them, and they were all filled with 
the Holy Spirit, and they began to speak in different languages, as che Spirit 


granted chem to utter. 


Now we ‘see’ the Spirit in action, with sound and sights (mighty 
wind, tongues of fire}; we are meant to recall] Jesus’ baptism at Luke 
3:22, with its own sound and sight (the Holy Spirit in bodily form, 
and the voice from heaven). The word ‘fulfilment’ is related to chat 
which the evangelist uses at Luke 1:1; the work of God is being 
done. The fire and mighty wind are symbols of what we shall see in 
the rest of Accs, as the story of the Holy Spiric unfolds. The ‘violenc 
wind blows throughout Acts, driving the story on, powerfully 
changing people's lives, driving Saul and Peter and the rest of them 
on the journey τὸ the ‘ends of the earth’; you can see it in the way 
Intense Opposition is overcome, in τῆς signs and wonders and healings 
that accompany the gospel. “Tongues of fire’ stand as a symbol for 
the speeches that constitute one third of Acts of the Apostles. See 
how on chat first Pencecost the gospel was preached to ‘all the world’ 
(5-13), how Stephen and Peter and Paul cannot be prevented from 
speaking of Jesus τὸ everyone they meet. Acts is the dramatic illustration 
of how the fire of the gospel spread round the Mediterranean world. 
of how the wind blew from jerusalem to Rome, and chen onwards 
down the centuries and across the world to wherever you are 
reading these words today. 


The gospel is preached to the entire world 


There were Jews living in Jerusalem, devout men from all the nations under 
heaven. When this sound happened, the crowd came together and were confused, 
because cach one of them heard chem speaking in their own language. They were 
astounded and amazed, saying, ‘Look! All these people who are speaking, arent 


they Galileans? How do we each hear in our own language in which we were born? 
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Parthians and Medes and Elamites and chose who dwell in Mesopotamia, and 
Judaea and Cappadocia, Ponrus and Asia, Phrygia and Pamphylia, Egypt and the 
parts of Libya round Cytene, and Roman visitors, both Jews and proselytes, Cretans 
and Arabs, we hear chem speaking in our (own] languages che greac things of God.’ 

They were all amazed, and preatly perplexed, one saying to another, ‘Whars all 
this abouc?’ Bur others said, mockingly, “They are full of sweet [wine].’ 


Notice how the good news is already reaching ‘to the end of the 
earth’, and look at a map for all the places mentioned, to see how it 
makes a great circle round the Ancient Near East. The ‘great things 
of God’: the root is a favourite of Luke — see Luke 1:46, 58; 9:43; 
Acts 5:13; 10:46; 19:17. 

The theme of inital rejection or mockery (in this case the allegation 
that the speakers are drunk) will reappear frequently in Accs. Ic is 
part of the energy of the Spirit that it arouses opposition as well as 
driving the story and the gospel forcibly onwards. 


Peter's Pentecost speech 


But Peter stood up with the eleven and raised his voice, and addressed them, ‘Men 
of Judaea, and al] you who are living in Jerusalem, let this be known to you, and 
give ear to my words. For these people are not drunk, as you suppose, for it is the 


third hour of the day. No — this is what was spoken through che propher Joel: 


“And ir shall be in those days, says the Lord, 

] pour out some of my spirit on all flesh; 
and your sons and your daughters shall prophesy, 
and your young men shal] see visions, 
and your elders shall dream in dreams. 


“And on my servants, male and female, in those days 
Ι pour out some of my spirit and they shall prophesy, 

and | shall give portents in heaven above 

and signs on the earth below, 
blood and fire and smoky vapour. 
The sun will be changed into darkness, 
and the moon into blood 
before che Day of the Lord comes, great and glorious. 
And it shal] be thar all who call upon che name of the Lord shall be saved.” 


‘Men of Israel, hear these words: Jesus che Nazarene, a man marked out from God 
to you by miracles and portents and signs, which God did through him in the 
midst of you, just as you yourselves know, this same man, by che predetermined 
plan and foreknowledge of God [when he had been] delivered up through che 
hand(s] of the lawless, you nailed and destroyed him. God raised him up, undoing 
the birth pangs of death, because it was not possible that he should be held fast by 
it. For David says, with regard to him: 


“I saw the Lord betore me throughout, 
because he is at my right, so that I be not shaken. 
Therefore my heart rejoiced 


and my tongue exulted 
and still my flesh shall dwell in hope. 
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Because you will not abandon my soul to Hades, 
nor will you permit your Holy One to see destruction. 
You made me know the ways of life. 

You fill me full of joy wich your face.” 


‘Men, and brothers, it is allowable [for us} to speak to you with confidence about 
the patriarch David. He died and was buried, and his romb is in our midst to the 
present day. Now, since he was a prophet, and since he knew that God, with an 
oach, “had sworn to him that the fruit of his loins would sit on his throne” [Psalm 
132:11; 2 Sarnuel 7:12, 13) he spoke prophetically about che Resurrection of the 
Messiah, “He was not abandoned into Hades, nor did his flesh see destruction” 
[Psalm 16:10]. This ts Jesus, whom God raised up; and we are all Jesus’ witnesses. 
And so he has been exalted to God's right hand; he received the promise of the 
Holy Spirie from the Father, he poured out che Spirit; that is what you people are 
seeing and hearing. For David did not go up to heaven, bur it is David who says 
(in Psalm 110:1): 


“The Lord said to my Lord: Sit on my right 


until 1 make your enemies a footstool for your feet.” 


‘So let the entire house of Israel know tnfallibly that God appointed him Lord and 
Messiah, this Jesus, whom you people crucified.’ 


The first of several speeches in Acts: like many ancient historians, 
Luke uses these speeches τὸ interpret to the reader what he thinks is 
going on. Ar the same time, however, he writes in a way appropriate 
to the speaker. 

The long quotations from Joel 2:28-33 and Psalm 16:8-11, and 
the reference to ‘God's foreknowledge’ emphasise that the Holy Spirit 
is directing operations. The rather complicated argument abour David 
is meant to demonstrate thar the scripcures really refer to Jesus. 

As Luke does throughout Acts, Peter here emphasises Jesus’ death, 
to which God's response is Resurrection, making Jesus “Lord and 


Messiah’. 


The powerful effects of the speech 


When they heard [him], they were pierced to the heart; and they said to Peter and 
the rest of the apostles, “What shall we do, brothers?’ And Peter said to them, ‘Repent, 
and let each of you be baptised in che name of Jesus Messiah, for the forgiveness of 
your sins, and you will receive the gift of the Holy Spiric. For the promise ts to you, 
and to your children, and to all chose a long way off, whomsoever che Lord our 
God shall summon.’ 

In many more words he cestified, and he invited them, saying, “Be saved from 
this crooked generation.’ So chose who accepted what he said were baptised; and 
there were added on that day about three thousand souls. 


The preaching of the word has an immediate effect; and, as in the 
pospel, it comes in terms of ‘repentance and forgiveness of sins’. 

As in the early part of Luke's Gospel, one is given the impression 
of immense and immediate success: three thousand added in a 


single day. 
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2-31 They were holding fast to the apostles’ teaching, to the breaking of the bread 


|b 10 


and to communion, and to the breaking of the bread and the prayers. There came 
awe on every soul; and many portents and signs came about through the apostles. 
And al] the believers were in the same place, and they held everything in common; 
and they sold their possessions and their belongings, and divided them [among] 
everybody according as anybody had need. Every day they persisted unanimously 
in che Temple, breaking bread at home. They received their share of food joyfully 
and in simplicity of heart, praising God, and having favour with the whole people. 
And the Lord was every day adding the number of saved to the same place. 


This paragraph is che first of several examples in Acts of the ‘Lucan 
summary’, a device that we have seen the evangelist employ quite 
often in the Gospel, but which he uses more especially in Acts. Its 
function is to create atmosphere rather than report events. It is also 
Luke's way of telling the reader, ‘this is what it should be like today’. 
Notice the phrase ‘in the same place (1:44)’, and, later, ‘to the 
same place’ (3:la). This is the fourth ume in Acts chat we have 
encountered this rather obscure expression (see also 1:15 and 2:1), 
which presumably is intended to emphasise the unity of the infant 
Church. See also the word translated as ‘communion’. The Greek 
for it is ‘Koinonia; it is an idea of immense importance in early (and 
Not just early} Christianiry, with a wide range of meanings, including 
unity, partnership, close relationship, sharing, and participation. 


A beggar receives more than he had asked for 


Now Perer and John used ro go up to the Temple at the hour of prayer, the 
ninth hour. And a certain man, who was crippled from his mothers womb, used τὸ 
be carried, and they would place him every day by the gate of the Temple; [this was 
the gate] known as the Beautiful Gare. [The purpose was] for him to beg alms 
from the people going into the Temple. When he saw Peter and John on the point 
of going into the Temple, he asked τὸ receive alms. Looking intently at him, Peter, 
with John, said, “Look at us.’ And he fixed his attention on them, expecting to receive 
something from them. But Peter said, ‘Silver and gold are not at my disposal; but 
whac I have, chat I give you. In the name of Jesus Messiah the Nazarene, rise up 
and walk.’ And taking hold of him by che right hand, he raised him up. Straight- 
away, his feet were strengthened, and his ankles; and he leapt up, and stood, and 
walked, and went into the Temple with them, walking and leaping, and praising 
God. And che whole people saw him walking and praising God. And they recognised 
him because he was the one who used to sit [begging] for alms at the Beautiful 
Gate of the Temple, and they were filled with astonishment and terror at what had 
happened to him. 


Now the apostles are clearly carrying on the work of Jesus. In this 
scene, John ts somewhat redundant, and his presence is always just a 
little awkward; it is Peter who is the centre of attention. 

‘Praising God’: this is the effect of che Sptrit on ordinary people. 
See Luke 2:20; 18:43; 19:37; Acts 2:47. 


257 


ACTS OF THE APOSTLES 3 


11-26 


The ‘whole people’ is also an important theological idea for Luke. 
For example, they were waiting in astonishment outside the sanctuary 
while Zachariah talked with the angel Gabriel (1:21), and Simeon 
describes Jesus as ‘the glory of your people Isracl {2:32}, and Jesus 
accusers allege (23:5) chat ‘he stirs up the people by teaching them’. 


Peter's second speech 


As he held on to Peter and John, the whole crowd ran up to them, at the colonnade 
named after Solomon, urterly astonished. When Peter saw the people, he 
responded to them, ‘Men of Isracl, why are you amazed at this, or why do you look 
intendy at us, as though it were through [our] own power and godliness that we 
had made him walk? The God of Abraham and the God of Isaac and the God of 
Jacob, che God of our ancestors, glorified his servant Jesus, whom you people 
handed over and denied co Pilate's face, when [Pilate] had passed a verdict of 
acquittal. Bur you lot denied the Holy One and the Just One, and demanded for 
yourselves τῆς gift of a murderer. And che Prince of Life you murdered; God [then] 
raised him from the dead. Of this we are all witnesses. And by faith in his name, 
this man whom you sec and know, his name has strengthened him, and the faith 
that is through him gave him chis wholeness before all of you. However, as it is, 
brothers, | know chat [it was] chrough ignorance [that] you acted; and che same for 
your rulers. Bur this was how God brought to fulfilment the things he had fore- 
announced through the mouths of all the prophets, the Messiah’ suffering. Se - 
repenc, and turn, to have your sins erased, so that cimes of refreshment may come 
from the Lord and he may send you Jesus Messiah who was fore-appointed for 
you, whom heaven must receive until all the times of restoration which God spoke 
through the mouths of his prophets, holy from all time. Moses, for example, says, 
“The Lord your God will resurrect a prophet for you, from among your brethren, 
like me. You will listen to him according to all che things char he speaks to you. 
And ir shal] be thar every person who does not listen to that prophet shall be 
rooted out from the people.” 

‘And all the prophets from Samuel and his successors who spoke also announced 
these days. It is you people who are the children of the prophets, and of the covenant 
thar God covenanted with your ancestors, saying to Abraham, “And by your seed 
all che families of the carth shall be blessed.” For [τὰ] you in the first place God 
resurrected his Servance and sent him, blessing you [through] cach one of you 
turning away from your wickednesses.’ 


Peter's second speech: he is visibly growing in confidence, and we 
find ourselves asking if this can possibly be the same man as in the 
Gospel (see Luke 22:54-60}. This is how che Spirit works. At the 
same time we notice che awkwardness of speech chat Luke has given 
him, which 1 have tried to represenc in the translation. 

The burden of his speech is about how the Spirit works: che same 
God, operating in the same way, in the stones from the Hebrew 
Bible, in che life of Jesus, and in the life of the Church. See che aumber- 
some translation of words compounded wich ‘fore’, which make 
exactly the same point, Another typical Lucan adea is char of ‘repentance’. 
Repentance means ‘changing your ways’, turning your life round 
through 180 degrees, like the Prodigal Son in Luke 15:11-32 or 
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Zacchaeus in Luke 19:1-10, or the chief co whom Jesus said, “Today 
you will be with me in Paradise’ (Luke 23:39-43). 

Once again Peter insists on his hearers’ responsibility for che death 
of Jesus, and on the apostles role as witnesses to the Resurrection. 


Opposition and success 


As they were talking to the people, the priests and che captain of che Temple and 
the Sadducees approached him, preatly annoyed because they were ceaching the 
people and proclaiming in che person of Jesus the Resurrection from the dead; and 
they laid hands on them, and placed chem in custody until the next day. For it was 
already evening. 

Many of those who heard the speech came τὸ faith, and the number of men 
turned out [τὸ be] about five thousand. 


Now we see what Luke regards as a typical reaction on the part of 
the authorities: irritation and imprisonment, and another Lucan 
summary, to point che contrast. 


Peter's third speech — the power of the Holy Spirit 


It happened on the next day that the rulers were gathered together: the elders and 
the scribes in Jerusalem, and Annas the High Priest, and Caiaphas and John and 
Alexander, and whoever were of high priestly stock. And setting them in the 
middle, they enquired, ‘By what power, or in what name, did you do this?’ 

Then Peter, filled with the Holy Spiric said to chem, ‘Rulers of the people and 
elders, if we today are under investigation because of a kindness done τὸ a sick 
man, [and] by what means this man was saved, let it be known τὸ all of you, and to 
the entire people of Israel, chat [it was} in the name of Jesus Messiah che Nazarene 
whom you lot crucified, whom God raised from che dead, that ts how this man 
stands before you, cured. This is the stone, the one despised by you, the builders, 
that became the cornerstone. And there is no other name wherein salvation lies; for 
there is no other name under heaven which is given among human beings in whom 
we must be saved.’ 

Seeing the confidence of Peter and John, and grasping that these people were 
illiterate and uncrained, they marvelled; and they recognised them as having been 
with Jesus — and seeing the man standing with them, the one who had been healed, 
they had no answer to give. They ordered them to leave the Sanhedrin and 
conferred with each other, saying, “What shall we do to these people? For what has 
happened through cheir agency is a sign well-known and evident to all those who 
dwell in Jerusalem; and we can’t deny it. Instead, to prevent further distribution co 
the people, let's chreaten them not to speak in this name any langer to anybody. 

They summoned them and instructed them absolurely not to utter nor to teach 
in the name of Jesus. In response, Peter and John said to them, “Consider whether 
it is right before God to listen to you rather than to God. For as for us, we cannot 
not speak che things char we have seen and heard.’ 

They added further threats and released them; they had found no grounds for 
punishing chem. This was because of the people, for they were all glorifying God 
after what had happened. For more than forty years old was the man on whom this 
sign of healing had happened. 
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When they had been released, they went to their own, and reported all the 
things that the chief priests and elders had said. When they heard [it], 
unanimously they lifted up their voice to God and said, ‘Master, you who made 
the heaven and the earth and the sea, and all that is in chem, the one who said by 
the Holy Spint chrough the mouth of our father David your servant: 


“Why were the Gentiles arrogant, 
and peoples think vain thoughts? 
The kings of the earth have appeared, 
and the rulers gathered for a [common] purpose 


against the Lord and against his Messiah.” 


‘For in truth, they gathered in this city against your holy Child, Jesus whom you 
anointed: Herod and Pontius Pilate, with the Gentiles and the peoples of Israel, to 
bring about whatever your hand and your counsel had predestined [should] 
happen. And now, Lord, look upon their threats, and grant to your slaves to speak 
your word wich all conhdence, when you stretch out your hand for healing and 
signs and portents to happen through the name of your holy Servant Jesus.’ 

As they made rheir intercession, the place was shaken in which they were 
gathered, and they were all filled with the Holy Spirit, and they began to speak the 
word of God with confidence. 


Like Jesus, che apostles now get brought before the authorities. Like 
Elisabeth (Luke 1:41) and Jesus (Luke 4:14, 15, 18), Peter is filled 
with the Holy Spirit (compare Acts 2:4; 4:31), and will not retract 
by an inch. He quotes Psalm 118, just as Jesus had done at Luke 20:17. 

Notice, too, the insistence on τῆς ‘name’ of Jesus, which we shal] 
meet frequently throughout Acts. 

The astonishing confidence of these apostles, and their lack of 
education, and the fact thac they had known Jesus, taken together 
count as evidence for their cencral claim, that Jesus was indeed 
raised from the dead. 

The auchonues’ response is to arcempt to silence chem. The artempt 
is foredoomed, and the disciples’ prayer dramatically confirmed by 
an earthquake, the equivalent of the ‘fire and wind’ of Pentecost. 


Life in the early Church — 2 


There was a single heart and soul in the group of believers. And not one of 
them would say that any of his possession was his own, but everything they had 
was In common. 

With great powcr the apostles would give witness of the Resurrection of the Lord 
Jesus; and preat prace was on all of them. For there was no one among them who 
was impoverished, For as many as were owners of lands or houses, they would sell 
[them] and bring the proceeds of what they had sold and they would lay [{| at the 
feet of the aposcles: and distribution was made to each one according as anyone 
had need. Joseph who was surnamed Barnabas by the aposdes, which when 
translated is ‘Son of Comfort’, a Levite, Cypriot by race, since he had a field, sold 
it, brought the money, and placed it at the feet of the aposdes. 
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Another Lucan summary — a charming picture of the ‘communism’ 
of che early Church; though Luke knows perfectly well that it wasn't 
just as simple as this. See the dark story that follows. 


Ananias and Sapphira: you can't cheat the Holy Spirit 


A certain man, Ananias by name, along with Sapphira his wife, sold a properry, 
and misappropriated some of the purchase price, with the connivance of his wife, 
and bringing along a certain portion [of ic] he laid it at the feet of his apostles. 
Peter said, ‘Ananias, why has Satan fled your heart, chat you should chear the 
Holy Spirit and misappropniate part of the price of your land? (‘Was ir not che case 
that] while it remained with you it remained, and chat when it had been sold ic was 
within your authority? Why did you put this business tn your heart? Ir is not 
human beings whom you haye cheated, but God.’ 

When Ananias heard these words, he fell down and breached his last; and chere 
came awe on all those who heard of it. The younger men wrapped him up and 
carried him out and buried him. 

There was a delay of about three hours; and his wife came in, not knowing what 
had happened. Peter said co her, “Tell me, was it for such-and-such a sum that you 
sold the field?’ And she said, ‘Yes, that was tc.’ Perer said to her, ‘Why did you have 
a conspiracy co test the Spirit of the Lord? Look -- the feet of those who buried 
your husband are ac the door, and they will carry you out.’ Scraightaway she fell ar 
his feet and breathed her last. The young men came in and found her dead, and 
carried her out and buried her by her husband. Great awe came upon the whole 
Church and on al] who heard these chings. 


It is hard to imagine that we are meant to take this particularly 
seriously. There are several touches of dark humour here chat suggest 
that we would do best to read it as a playful depiction of the major 
theme of Acts, that you cannot impede the work of the Holy Spiric. 
The alternative would be to regard the story as a chilling warning 
against dishonesty. We have τὸ say thar chis is a very difficult 


passage. 


Life in the early Church -- 3 


Through the hands of the apostles, there were many signs and portents among the 
populace; and chey were all together of one mind in Solomon's colonnade. None of 
the remainder {of the populace] dared to associate with chem; buc the people 
praised them. More than ever [the number of] those who believed in the Lord was 
increasing; (there were] crowds of men and of women. So they carried out the sick 
tnto the streets, and placed them on beds and mattresses, so chat as Peter went [by], 
even [just] his shadow might overshadow one of them. And the group of cities in 
the vicinity of Jerusalem assembled, bringing sick people and those tormented by 
unclean spirics, who were all cured. 


Yet another Lucan summary. The new element here is thar of 
healing. The apostles continue the work of Jesus in che Gospel. (See, 


for example, Luke 3:33, 38; 5:12-26, etc.). It is important not to get 
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too dispirited or too condemnatory about the present state of the 
Church. Rather we should recognise the unfailing action of the 
Holy Spirit, even coday. 


The irresistible work of che Spirit 


The High Priest and all those who were with him rose up, the ones who are the 
sect of the Sadducees; they were filled wich fanaticism, and they laid hands on the 
apostles and placed chem in the Public Prison. But the angel of the Lord by night 
opened the gates of the gaol, and led them out, saying, ‘Go, stand up and in the 
Temple speak to the people all che words of this life.’ 

They obeyed, and went into the Temple just before dawn, and began to teach. 

[Meanwhile] che High Priest and his people arrived, and they summoned the 
Sanhedrin, and the whole Council of Elders of the sons of Israel, and sent to the 
guardhouse to have [them] brought. The minions arrived, but failed to find them 
there; chey went back and reported, ‘We found the prison securely locked, and the 
sentries in position at the gates; but when we opened up we found no once inside.’ 
When they heard these words, the Captain of the Temple and the high priests were 
puzzled about them -- what could this mean? Then someone artived and reported 
to them, ‘Look — the men whom you put in prison are standing in the Temple, 
teaching the people.’ Then τῆς captain went off with his minions and brought 
them along; but withour violence — because they were afraid of the people. [They 
didn't want) to be stoned. 

They brought them and pur them in the Sanhedrin. And the High Priest 
interrogated them, ‘Didn't we give you strict orders not to teach in this name? And 
look! You have filled Jerusalem with your teaching, and you want τὸ bring this 
mans blood on ws! Peter responded (and the apostles) and said, ‘We must obey 
God rather chan human beings. The God of our ancestors raised Jesus, whom you 
had murdered by nailing him τὸ che cross. This Jesus God elevated to his right 
hand as Prince and Saviour, to provide repentance for Israel, and forgiveness of 
sins. And we are witnesses of these things; and (so 15] the Holy Spirit which God 
gave to those who obey him." 

When they heard, they were infuriated, and wanted to destroy chem. But some- 
one rose up in the Sanhedrin, a Pharisee called Gamaliel, a teacher of the Law, who 
was held in high regard by the whole people. He ordered [them] to put the men 
outside for a short time. 

Then he said to them, ‘Men of Israel, take care what you propose to do τὸ these 
men. For before these present days, Theudas appeared, claiming to be somebody, 
and a number of men, something tike four hundred, favoured him. He was 
assassinated; and all chose under his command were dispersed. Then there arose 
Judas the Galilean, in the days of the census, and he gor the people to follow him 
in rebellion. He too was destroyed, and all chose under his command were scattered. 
And as for the present macter, | warn you, keep away from these people, and let 
them go. Because if this plan or this work is of human origin, it will be destroyed, 
but if its origin is divine, you will be unable to destroy them. Be careful that you do 
not turn out as God-fighters.’ 

They went along wich his advice, and summoned the apostles. They flogged 
them, instructed them not to speak in the name of Jesus, and set them free. So they 
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went their way rejoicing from the presence of the Sanhedrin, because chey had 
been considered worthy to be dishonoured for che sake of the name, and all day 
long, in the Temple and at home, they never stopped teaching and gospelling che 
Messiah Jesus. 


The authorities’ resistance is as unsuecessful as that of Pharaoh in 
the original Passover. The ‘angel by night’ is meanc to make us recall 
Exodus 12:42, and the irrational opposition of the authorities is 
meant to deprive us of all sympachy for them. 

The apostles cannot be prevented from cheir task of being ‘witnesses’, 
whatever the authorities do. Gamaliel has seen the problem clearly. 


Racial tensions in the early Church 


In these days, as the disciples muluplied, chere arose a complain, Hellenists against 
Hebrews, because their widows were being neglected in the daily distribution. The 
Twelve summoned the group of disciples and said, ‘Ir is not desirable for us to 
abandon the word of God to wair ac tables. Instead, brothers [and sisters], select 
seven men of attested merit fom among you, full of the Spirit and of wisdom, 
whom we shall appoint; as for us, we shall devote ourselves to prayer and the 
ministry of che word,’ 

This speech was pleasing to the whole group, and they chose: Stephen, a man 
full of faith and the Holy Spirit, and Philip and Prochorus and Nicanor and Timon 
and Parmenas and Nicolaus, a proselyte of Antioch, whom they set before the 
apostles. They prayed over them, and laid hands on them. 


Now chere arises a spot of racial tension, Greek-speakers against 
speakers of Aramaic. Luke gives ‘the Twelve’ a central role; it is chey, 
for example, who find a solution, in terms of the Seven’ (another 
significant number). The Seven, like Peter, Elisabeth and Jesus, are 
to be ‘full of che Spirit’, and are to be appointed by the ‘Twelve’ on 
the recommendation of their fellow Greek-speakers. The seven who 
are chosen all have impeccably Greek names; but it is striking that 
the only two who are ever mentioned again, Stephen and Philip, 
turn out to be preachers, racher chan officials ac the soup-kitchen. 


Life in the early Church -- 4 


The word of God increased, the number of disciples in Jerusalem multiplied very 
greatly; and a great crowd of priests came under obedience to the faith. 


Another Lucan summary (note che strange, but to Luke important, 
title for che Church: ‘the word of God") incroduces the crisis over 
Stephen, one of the ‘Seven’. He is accused, as Paul will be later, of 
blaspheming Moses and God; like Jesus (in Mark 14:56, 57, but not 


in Luke's Gospel) he is accused by false witnesses. 
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Stephen's success and death; another ‘tongue of fire’ 


6᾽ 7. Now Stephen, full of grace and power, was performing portents and great signs 
among the populace. And some people rose up fram the synagogue that was called 
‘Libertines’ — Cyreneans and Alexandrians and of chose from Cilicia and Asia, 
arguing with Stephen. They did not have che resources to resist the wisdom and 
the Spurit with which he spoke. Then they secretly instigated men, who said, “We 
heard him saying blasphemous things against Moses and God.’ They aroused the 
people and the elders and the scribes, and they approached and dragged him off 
and took him co the Sanhedrin, Then they set up false witnesses, wha said, ‘This 
man is endlessly speaking words against this Holy Place and against the Torah. For 
we heard him saying that this Jesus the Nazarene will destroy this place and will 
change the customs that Moses handed down to us.’ 
They all looked intently at him, all chose who were sitting in the Sanhedrin; and 
they saw his face, just like the face of an angel. 


The High Priest said, ‘Is this so?’ Buc he said, ‘Men, brothers and fathers, listen. 
The God of glory appeared co our ancestor Abraham when he was in Meso- 
potamia, before he lived in Haran, and said to him, “Come out from your country 
and from your kinsfolk, and come τὸ the country that I shall show you.” Then 
coming out of the land of the Chaldees, he went to make his honie in Haran. And 
from there, after che death of his father, he changed his home to chis country, in 
which you now have your home. And he did not give them an inheritance in it, 
nor even a ἴσοι of ground; and he promised ‘to give him it for a possession, and to 
his descendants after him’, though he had no child. This is how God spoke: “Your 
descendancs shall be homeless in a country that belongs to others. And they shall 
enslave them and mistreac them for four hundred years. And the nation that 
enslaves them | shall judge,” said God, “and after this they shall come out and 
worship me in this place.” And he gave Abraham a covenant of circumcision; and 
so he fathered Isaac, and circumcised him on the eighth day: and Isaac [did the 
same for) Jacob, and Jacob [for] the Twelve Patriarchs. 

‘The patriarchs were jealous of Joseph; and they sold him into Egypt. And God 
was with him, and rescued him from all his tribulations, and gave him grace and 
wisdom before Pharach, King of Egypt, and he appointed him ruler over Egypt 
and over his entire house. And there came a famine over all of Egypt and Canaan. 
and great tribulation; and our ancestors could not find fodder, but Jacob heard chat 
there was food in Egypt, and sent our ancestors on reconnaissance. And on the 
second [mission] Joseph was made known again to his brothers; and Josephs family 
became known to Pharaoh. And Joseph sent and summoned Jacob his father, and 
all his kinsfolk, abour sevenry-five souls; and Jacob went down to Epypt, and he 
and our ancestors died. And they were brought back to Shechem, and placed in the 
tomb that Abraham had bought, for the price of silver, from the children of 
Emmor at Shechem. As the time of the promise drew near which God had made to 
Abraham, the people grew and multiplied in Egypt, uncil “there arose another king 
over Egypt, who did ποῖ know Joseph”. This [new king] did some sharp practice 
on our race, and mistreated our ancestors, to have their infants exposed so thac 
they [should] noc be kept alive. 

‘At that point, Moses was born, and he was divinely beautiful. He was nurtured 
for three months in his father’s house; but when he was put out, che daughter of 
Pharaoh rescued him, and brought him up as a son for herself. And Moses was 
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educated in all che culture of che Egyptians, and he was powerful in his words and 
deeds. Buc when his forry-year period was done, [the idea] arose in his heart co see 
his brothers, the sons of Israel. And seeing someone being maltreated, he came to 
their aid, and wrought vengeance for the one who was being oppressed, [by] 
striking the Egyptian. He thought that his brethren understood that God was 
eiving them salvation through his hand; bur they did-not understand. On the next 
dav, he rurned up as they were fighting, and cried τὸ reconcile them [ro bring 
them] to peace, saying, “Men, you are brothers! Why are you maltreating cach 
other?” But the one who was maltreacing his neighbour repudiated him, saying, 
“Who appointed you ruler and judge over us? Do you want to murder me, the way 
you murdered the Egyptian yesterday?” 

‘Moses Aled at this remark, and ended up homeless in the land of Midian, where 
he produced rwo sons. And when forty years were fulfilled, there appeared to him 
in the desert of Mount Sinai an angel, in [the] flaming fire of a thorn bush. Moses 
marvelled at the vision when he saw it; when he approached τὸ look ar it, che Lord's 
voice came, “] am the Gad of your ancestors, the God of Abraham and Isaac and Jacob.” 

‘And Moses was all acremble and did not dare to look. And the Lord said to him, 
“Untie the sandal [from] your feet; for the place on which you stand is holy 
ground. Seeing I have seen the maltreatment of my people in Egypt, and 1 have 
heard their groan; and [ have come down ro rescue them. And now, come, 1 am 
sending you to Egypt.” 

‘This Moses, whom they denied, saying, “Who appointed you as ruler and 
judge?” — chis Moses God sent as Ruler and Redeemer, [by] the hand of [the] angel 
who appeared to him in the bush. This [was the one who] led them out, perform- 
ing portents and signs in the land of Egypt, and in the Red Sea, and in che desert 
for forty years. This is che Moses who said to the sons of Israel, “God will raise up a 
prophet for you fom among your brothers, [a prophet] like me.” This [Moses] 1s 
the one who was in the Assembly in the desert, with che angel who spoke with him 
on Mount Sinai (and with our ancestors), [Moses] who accepted to give us living 
words. [This was the Moses] to whom our ancestors were reluctant τὰ become 
subject; instead, they rejected him, and in their hearts turned [back] to Egypt, 
telling Aaron, “Make gods for us who go before us. For this Moses, who led us our 
of the country of Egypt, we do not know what has happened τὸ him.” 

‘And they made a calf in those days, and brought up sacrifice to the idol; and 
they rejoiced at the work of their hands. And God turned, and handed them over 
to worship Heaven's Army, as it is written in the scroll of the prophets: 


“Did you not offer me sacrificial offerings, 
for forty years in the desert, House of Israel? 
And you took along the rent of Moloch 
and the constellation of your god Rompha, 
the statues which you had made to worship them; 
and I shall move your home beyond Babylon.” 


‘The cent of witness was for our ancestors in the desert, and the One who spoke to 
Moses had commanded, to make it according to the model which he had seen. 
[That was] what our ancestors in their turn brought in, with Joshua, when they 
restrained the Gentiles, whom God expelled before the face of our ancestors . . . 
right down to the days of David, who found grace before God, and asked to find a 


dwelling for the house of Jacob. But Solomon built a house for it nevertheless; the 
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Most High does not make his home in [buildings] made by hand. As τῆς prophet 
says: 
“The heaven is my throne 
and the earth is the footstool of my feet. 
What kind of a home will you build for me, says che Lord, 
or what is the place of my rest? 
Is it noe [that] my hand made all these chings?” 


"You sciff-necked people, and uncircumcised of heart and ears, you people always 
resist the Holy Spirit, as your ancestors so also you. Which of the prophets did 
your ancestors not persecute? And they killed those who foretold the coming of the 
Just One, whose betrayers and murderers you people became, you who received 
the Torah by the directions of angels, and failed to keep ir.’ 


Stephen's defence consists in a rereading of the nation’s history, in 
terms largely of the way God's word has invited Abraham, Joseph 
and Moses to go on unexpected and uncomfortable journeys. It also 
recalls to the listeners che occasional infidelities of rhe people. The 
way Stephen tells the story leaves a huge gap from the encry into the 
Promised Land to the reigns of David and Solomon, where the 
story abruptly ends. This speech has far more ‘biblical echoes’ rhan 
anything Peter has said so far, and it makes two points, as far as Acts 
is concerned, First, che word of God is for ever on the move; 
second, there is a history of resistance to chat word. These rwo 
furnish τῆς premises of a conclusion that is only partly spelt ouc: che 
Temple is not definitively God's dwelling place. The reader should 
keep an eye on this conclusion as the story of Acts develops. 

The quotation about ‘sacrificial offerings’ is from Amos $:25-27; 
‘the heaven is my throne...’ is Isaiah 66:1, 2. 

There is no mealy-mouthed diplomacy in Stephen's speech. 


Stephen dies; Saul tries to destroy the Church 


7 *8* When they heard this, chey were infuriated in their hearts, and they gnashed 
their ceeth at him. Bur being full of the Holy Spirit, looking intencly ac heaven, he 
beheld the glory of God, and Jesus standing at the right hand of God and he said, 
‘Look -- | see che heavens opening, and the Son of Man standing on the right hand 
of God.” Burt they shouted with a loud cry and stopped their ears, and rushed as 
one man against him, and they threw him out of the city and stoned him. 

And the witnesses stored their garments at the feet of a young man called Saul. 
They stoned Stephen, who was making invocation and saying, ‘Jesus, Lord, do not 
hold this sin against them.’ Saying this, he fell asleep. 


And Saul agreed with his murder. 

On chat day a preat persecution took place against che Church in Jerusalem; and 
they were all scartered up and down the country of Judaea and of Samaria. And 
some pious men buried Stephen and made loud lamentation over him. 

Meanwhile Saul was crying to destroy the Church, going up and down the houses. 
He dragged [away] both men and women and handed them over to imprisonment. 
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This episode, linking the scattering of the early Church to the death 
of Stephen, and the death of Stephen to che death of Jesus, at the 
same time evokes the programme outlined in 1:8: ‘You will be my 
witnesses in Jerusalem and tn che whole of Judaea and Samaria.’ 
Almost the central message of Acts ts that you cannot prevent the 
work of the Holy Spirit. We notice, however, that the apostles are 
not ‘scattered’; they remain in Jerusalem, to give che infant Church 
the stability that it needs. At the same time the Saul theme 
is played, quietly, reminding us once again that the Holy Spirit is 
nor to be frustrated. 


Life in the early Church -- 5 


So those who were scattered went about gospelling the word. Philip [for example] 
went down to a city of Samaria and preached che Messiah to them. The crowds 
unanimously paid attention to what Philip said when they heard and saw the 
things that he did. For many of those who had unciean spirits came out shouting 
in a loud voice, and many who were lame and paralysed were cured. And there was 
much joy tn that city. 


This is almose a ‘Lucan summary’, creating atmosphere, but using 
Philip (who we thought was waiting at table!) as a kind of example 
of the early preaching and tts effects. Note that Luke is quice vague 
about where it happened. One oddity here is thac the reader feels 
that it ought co be che unclean spirits, rather than their owners, who 
‘came out shouting in a loud voice’; but that is not what the Greek 
says. Some scholars feel that this and other similar looseness of 
expression suggest that Acts of the Apostles was not finally revised. 
‘Joy for Luke is a mark of the presence of the Holy Spirit. 


Simon the magician is impressed by the power of the Holy Spirit 


A man called Simon, who had practised magic [or: who was a foremost practitioner 
of magic], was already in the ciry. He armazed the race of Samaritans, alleging that 
he was someone special; and they all paid attention τὸ him, from the least to the 
greatest, saying, I his man is the power of God which ts called Great.’ 

They paid attention to him because he had amazed them for quite a time wich 
(his] magic tricks. Buc when they came to believe Philip, who was gospelling them 
abouc the kingdom of God and the name of Jesus Messiah, they started to get 
baptised, both men and women. Simon also came to believe, got baptised, and 
attached himself to Philip, because he saw signs and great miracles happening — he 
was amazed. 


The reader notices that the word ‘amazed’ is now used for che chird 
time. Like ‘joy’ tt is evidently an important idea for Luke, indicating 
the presence of the Holy Spirit. We also observe che artistry wich 
which Luke has set up the dénouementc of the Simon story, which 
now continues. 
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Simon the magician surrenders to the Holy Spirit 


Now when the apostles in Jerusalem heard chat Samana had received the word of 
God, they sent Peter and John to them. These [two] came down and prayed for 
them that they might receive che Holy Spirit. For [the Spirit] had not yet fallen on 
any of them; buc they were only baptised in the name of the Lord Jesus. Then they 
laid hands on chem, and they received the Holy Spirit. 

Simon saw thac it was through the laying on of hands by che apostles that the 
Spirit was given, and he offered them money, saying, ‘Give me also chis power, so 
thar anyone [ lay hands on may receive the Holy Spirit.’ Peter said to him, ‘May 
your cash and you go to hell, because you thought you could secure the gift of God 
with money. You have no part or share in this matter, for your heart is not straight 
before God. So repenc from this vice of yours, and ask the Lord to see if the intention 
of your heart will be forgiven you. For I see that you are in bitter gall, and rhe 
chains of unrighteousness.’ Simon answered, ‘[Please will] you curn to the Lord in 
prayer for me, so that nothing may come upon me of the things that you have seen.” 

So they bore witness and spoke the word of the Lord. Then they returned to 
Jerusalem, and they gospelled many villages of the Samaritans. 


So this part of the story ends; notice how the gospel is unflinchingly 
preached, despite internal and external problems, partly thanks to 
the central group of apostles (of whom, evidently, Peter is not the 
leader, since ‘the apostles’ send him and John into Samaria). Now 
Philip's story continues, the gospel spreading ever wider. This time 
it is τὸ Affica that it goes — but see also how chis wave of evangelisa- 
tion has its roots in the racial problems that originally caused the 
appointment of the deacons, nearly three chapters ago. 


The gospel reaches Africa 


The angel of the Lord spoke to Philip, saying, ‘Rise up and go southwards, on to 
the road that goes down from Jerusalem to Gaza.’ (This is desert.) He arose and 
went. And look! An Echiopian man, a eunuch, 2 man of influence with Candace, 
Queen of the Ethiopians (he was in charge of her entire treasury), who had come 
with the intention of worshipping in Jerusalem, was now returning. He was seated 
in his chariot and reading the prophet Isaiah. The Spirit told Philip, ‘Approach and 
hang on to the chariot.’ Philip ran up, and heard him reciting Isaiah the prophet 
and said, ‘Do you know what you are ceading? He said, “But how can I, unless 
someone guide me?’ He invited Philip to get up and sit with him. The portion of 
Scripture he was reading was this: 


‘Like a sheep to the slaughter he was ied. 
And like a lamb that is dumb before the one who shears him, 
so he does not open his mouth. 
In his humiliation his verdict was denied him. 
Who will describe his generation? 
Because his life is taken from the earth.’ 


The eunuch responded and said to Philip, “This is my question co you: abour 
whom does the prophet say this? About himself or about some other?’ Philip opened 
his mouth, and starting from this Scripture, he gave him the gospel of Jesus. As 
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they journeyed on the way, chey came to some water, and the eunuch said, ‘Look! 
Warer! What stops me from being baptised? 

And he gave orders for the chariot to stop, and they both went down into the 
water, Philip and the eunuch, and he baptised him. And when they came up out of 
the water, the Spirit of the Lord snatched up Philip, and the eunuch did nor see 
him any more, for he was going on his way, rejoicing. Meanwhile Philip was found 
at Azorus, and he went through and gospelled all the cities until he reached 
Caesarea. 


Another extraordinary story, giving us a Aavour of what is really 
going on in Acts. Four times the word for ‘journeying is used in the 
Greek (8:26, 27, 36, 39), including the striking phrase ‘as they 
journeyed on the way’ (though it was impossible so to translate 
them all into English). Ir is a little glimpse of how che gospel spreads 
all over the world (Azocus, Caesarea, even Africa). Ic continues the 
theme of rhe Holy Spirit criurmphing over all obstacles, in particular 
the storyline chat started with the racial tensions between Greek- 
and Hebrew-speakers. That theme will now open out into the 
Christian life and ministry of one whom at present we know only as 
Saul. He will come to dominate the second half of Acts. 

Finally, it is worth noting that we never hear anything more of the 
eunuch, and not much of Philip; they have served the narrator's purpose, 

The quotation from Isaiah 53 is a familiar one in the New 
Testament — bur this is one of che rare cases where it is explicitly 
linked to Jesus. 


Saul encounters Jesus 


Meanwhile, Saul was still breathing murderous threats against the Lord's disciples. 
He approached the High Priest and asked him for letters to Damascus, for the 
synagogues, so thar if he should find any who were of The Way (both men and 
women) he might handcuff chem and take them to Jerusalem. 

Now as he journeyed, he happened to be drawing near to Damascus. Suddenly a 
bright light from heaven shone abouc him. Falling on co the ground, he heard a 
voice saying to him, ‘Saoul, Saoul, why are you persecuting me?’ He said, ‘Who are 
you, Lord?’ He [said], 1 am Jesus, whom you are persecuting. [Some manuscripts 
here add: ‘It is hard for you to kick against the goad.’ And in fear and trembling he 
said, ‘Lord, what do you want me to do?’ But the Lord said to him, ἡ... .] Buc up 
you get, and go into the city, and it will be told you what you must do.’ The men 
who were journeying with him stood speechless. They had heard the voice, but saw 
nobody. Saul arose from the ground; and when he opened his eyes he could see 
nothing. Taking him by the hand they led him into Damascus; and he was three 
days without seeing — and he neither ate nor drank. 

Now there was a disciple in Damascus named Ananias, and the Lord said τὸ him 
in a vision, Ananias.” He [said], ‘Here I am, Lord." The Lord [said] τὸ him, ‘Arise 
and go co the street called Straight, and look in Judas’s house for a man of Tarsus 
called Saul. Look! He is at prayer, and he has seen in a vision a man called Ananias 
coming in and laying hands on him, so thac he may see.” Ananias replied, “Lord — I 
have heard from many people about this man, how much evil he has done τὸ che 
saints in Jerusalem. And here he has a commission from the high priests to 
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handcuff everyone who calls on your name.’ The Lord said to him, ‘Go, because 
this one is a chosen vessel to carry my name before Gentiles and kings and children 
of Israel. For 1 shall show him how much he must suffec for the sake of my name.’ 
Ananias went off and entered the house and laid hands on him and said, ‘Brother 
Saoul, the Lord has sent me, Jesus, who appeared to you on the way by which you 
came, so that you may see again and be filled with the Holy Spirit.” And 
immediately there fell from his eyes [something] like fish-scales, and he saw again. 
He arose and was baptised; he took food and regained his strength. 


This is an excellent story, related with elegant economy by Luke. 
who regards it as so important that he cells it rwice more, putting it 
as a first person narrative on Paul's lips, first ro Jews (in Chapter 22), 
and then to distinguished Gentiles (Chapter 26). Notice the theme 
of journeying, the importance of visions, and yet Luke's restraine in 
reporting them. The reversal, from arresting officer co ‘Brother 
Saul’, that Paul experiences is characteristic of Luke; the identity of 
Jesus and the Church is something that becomes very important in 
Paul's lacer writings. The ‘name’ is a very important idea in Acts; we 
have seen it quite often already. Some people have argued for the 
auchenuicity of this episode from the fact chat Saul's name is 
preserved in its Semitic form (Saoul’). Above all, notice how Jesus 
dominates the scene, and how right Paul is to address him as ‘Lord.’ 

This ts the first explicit mention in Acts of Paul's mission to the 
Gentiles, and we should note it with care. We note also that it is 
Ananias to whom the message is encrusted. We may also admire 
Ananiass courage in approaching the rather alarming person of Saul. 


Saul begins his mission: rejection on all sides 

He was with the disciples in Damascus for some days, and immediately he began 
to preach Jesus in the synagogues, saying, “This man is [the] Son of Gad.’ All chose 
who heard him were amazed, and started saying, ‘Isn't this the one who at 
Jerusalem ravaged those who call upon this name, and came here on purpose to 
handcuff them and take them to the high priests?’ Saul, however, was all the more 
empowered, and confused the Jews who lived in Damascus, demonstrating chat 
“He [Jesus] is the Messiah’. 

When a fair number of days were fulfilled, the Jews plocced to murder him. Saul 
knew their plat. They watched the gates day and night, in order τὸ murder him. 
The disciples, however, took him by night; they lee him down through the wall, 
winching him down in a hamper. 

When he got co Jerusalem he attempted τὸ join the disciples -- and they were all 
afraid of him. They didnt believe that he was a disciple. Barnabas, however, took 
hold of him, led him to the apostles, and explained to them how he had seen the 
Lord on the way, and that he had spoken to him, and how he had spoken boldly in 
Jesus’ name in Damascus. And he was with them, going in and out of Jerusalem, 
and speaking boldly in the Lord’s name. And he was also arguing with che Greek- 
speakers — but chey attempted τὸ murder him. The brethren however knew abour 
it, and led him down to Caesarea -- and they sent him off co Tarsus. 
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So Luke gets Saul off-stage for che moment; burt it is a significant 
moment, continutng the remarkable story of the character who will 
dominate most of the rest of the book. This second part of the story 
of his encounter with Jesus contains a number of themes that are 
important in Acts: preaching chat Jesus is Messiah, the power given 
to evangelists, preaching first to synagogues, the threat of violence, 
and the solidarity of the Church. 

Paul encounters suspicion from his fellow Christians and attempted 
murder on the part of his fellow Jews. 


Life in the early Church — 6 


And so the Church, through the whole of Judaea and Galilee and Samaria, was at 
peace, It was building up, and journeying in the fear of the Lord; and ir was filled 
with the comfort of the Holy Spirit. 


This is another “Lucan summary; see how the author creates a 
mood, and also reminds us of the command given in 1:8 about 
being ‘my witnesses in Jerusalem and in all Judaea and Samaria. As 
before, the mood he creates is slightly at odds with reality: we have 
just seen hints of internal and external problems in the Church. 
Above all, though, Luke insists on the activity of the Holy Spirit. 

The ‘summary’ also provides a cushion, separating Paul's narrative 
from a story where the reader's attention is more on Peter. 


Peter heals Aeneas and Tahitha 


It happened that as Peter went through everywhere he also went down fo the saints 
who dwell at Lydda. There he found a man called Aeneas, who for eight years had 
been lying on a stretcher; he was paralysed. And Peter said, ‘Aeneas, Jesus Messiah 
heals you, Arise and make your own bed.’ Immediately he arose. All those who 
lived in Lydda and Sharon knew about it; and they turned to the Lord. 

In Joppa there was a lady-disciple named Tabitha. Translated, the name means 
‘Gazelle’. She was full of good works and of acts of charity that she performed. It 
happened in those days that she fell sick and died. They washed her [corpse] and 
puc her in an upstairs room. Since Lydda was near Joppa, the disciples, hearing that 
Peter was there, sent two men to him, asking, Dont delay to come across to us.’ 

Peter arose and went with them. When he arrived they cook him up to the 
upstairs room; and all the widows came τὸ him, weeping and showing [him] cunics 
and garments that ‘Gazelle’ had made when she was with them. Peter flung every- 
body out, and fell on his knees and prayed; and he curned to the body and said, 
“Tabitha, arise.’ She opened her eyes, and seeing Peter, sat up. He gave her [his] 
hand and raised her up. Calling the saints and the widows he pave her [to chem] 
alive. Ic became known through the whole of Joppa; and many believed in the Lord. 
It happened that for a good few days he stayed in Joppa, with Simon the Tanner. 


These two ‘healing stories’, che first of them done explicitly in Jesus’ 
name, the second echoing the story of Jairus’s daughter in Luke 8 


and Mark 5, serve to focus the reader on Peter as precisely continuing 
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the mission of Jesus. That is whar Acts is about. Now comes a ver 
important moment, which we might call ‘the conversion of Peter’. 


The conversion of Peter to the Gentile mission 


10 '* There was a man in Caesarea, Cornelius by name, a cencunon of the ‘Italian’ 
cohort. He, along with his entire household, was pious and a God-fearer, doing 
many acts of chariry to the people, and praying constantly to God. Ac about the 
ninth hour he saw clearly in a vision a messenger of God coming to him and 
addressing him, ‘Cornelius. 

He looked intendy at him, and, becoming fearful, said, ‘Whar is it, Lord?’ He 
said τὸ him, ‘Your prayers and your acts of charity have ascended as a memorial 
offering before God. Now -- send some men to Joppa, and summon one Simon, 
who has the surname Rock. He is staying as a guest with a certain Simon the 
Tanner, who has a house alongside the sea.’ 

When the messenger who had spoken to him had departed, [Cornelius] 
summoned two of the house slaves, and a devout soldier from among those who 
were attached to him; he explained everything to them, and sence them off to 
Joppa. On the next day, as they were en route, and approaching the city, Peter went 
up fo the roof τὸ pray, at about the sixth hour. He was hungry, and he wanted to 
eat. And as they were preparing [the meal] a tance came over him, and he sees 
heavens opening, and a container coming down, like a large linen cloth with four 
corners being let down on the earth. In this container there were all the animals 
and creepy-crawlies of the earth, and che birds of the sky. A voice came to him, 
‘Arise, Peter, kill and eat.’ Buc Peter said, ‘No way, Lord; I have newer eaten anything 
profane or unclean.’ [The] voice {spoke] to him again, a second time, “What God 
has made clean, you are not to call profane.’ This happened three times; and the 
container was immediately taken up to heaven. As Peter was scratching his head 
[about] what che vision might {mcan], look! The men who had been sent by 
Comelius [were] enquiring for Simon's house, and stood at the gate, and (πεν 
called and enquired, ‘Ils Simon with che surname “Rock” here?’ and as Peter 
reflected about the vision, the Spint said, ‘Look! Three men who are looking for 
you. Up you get now, go down, and travel with them. Have no doubr that ic is 1 
who have sent chem.’ Peter went down to the men and said, ‘Look! | am the 
one whom you seck. What is the reason for your being here?’ They said, 
‘Centurion Cornelius, a good man and a God-fearer, who is of good reputation 
among the whole nation of the Jews, was directed by a holy messenger to send for 
you [to come) to his house, and [for him] co hear words from you.’ So he invited 
them in and entertained them. 

The next day he arose and went our with chem; and some of the Joppa 
Chnstians went with him. The neat day he entered Caesarea. Comelius was 
expecting them; he had invited his kinsfolk and his close friends. When Peter 
arrived Comelius met him; he fell ac his feet and worshipped him. Peter, however, 
raised him up, saying. ‘Up you get — I am also a human being [just like you).’ And 
chatuing wich him he went in, and found that many people had come together. He 
said to them, ‘You people know that it is unlawful for a Jewish man τὸ associate 
with of approach someone of another nation. Yet God has caught even me not to 
call anyone profane or unclean. So when | was sent for, | came without refusing. 
Therefore may 1 ask you on what grounds you sent for me?’ And Comelius said, 
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‘Four days ago to this hour I was praying the prayers of the ninth hour in my 
house. And look! A man stood before me in resplendenc clothing and says, “Cornelius 
— your prayer has been heard, and your acts of charity remembered before God. So 
send to Joppa, and summon Simon who is surnamed Peter. He is a guest of Simon 
Tanner, by che sea.” So immediately I sent for you; and you have done a lovely 
ching in coming. So now all of us are present, before God, to hear everything that 
che Lord has enjoined on you. 

Peter opened his mouth and said, ‘In cruth I recognise chat God is not one to 
show partialicy — in every nation, those who reverence God and do justice are 
acceptable to God. The message which he sent to the children of Israel, gospelling 
peace through Jesus Messiah (he is the Lord of all) — you people know the thing 
that happened throughout the whole of Judaea, beginning from Galilee, after the 
baptism which John proclaimed, Jesus of Nazareth, how God anointed him with 
the Holy Spirit and power, who went about doing good, and healing all those who 
were cyrannised by the devil, because God was with him. We are witnesses of 
everything that he did, both in the area of the Judaeans, and in Jerusalem [itself]. 
He is the one whom they murdered, by nailing to a cree. He ts the one whom God 
raised on the third day, and granted to him [the gift] of becoming visible, not to all 
the people, but to the witnesses whom God had appointed beforehand, thar ts us. 
We are the ones who ate and drank with him after he was raised from the dead. 
And he instructed us to proclaim to the people, and to give testimony thar this ts 
the one appointed by God as judge of [the] living and [the] dead. He is the one to 
whom all the prophets bear witness, for everyone who believes in him to receive 
forgiveness of sins through his name.’ 

While Peter was still uttering these words, the Holy Spirit fell upon ail those who 
heard the word. And those of the Circumcision Parry who were believers, who had 
come with Peter, were astounded that even on the Gentiles the pift of the Holy 
Spinc could fall. For they heard them speaking in congues and extolling Gods 
greatness. Then Peter responded, “Surely no one can refuse water for these people 
to be baptised? They have received the Holy Spirit just as we did.’ And he gave 
orders for them to be baptised in the name of Jesus Messiah. 

Then they asked him to remain for some days. 


As once before, Luke seems to be emphasising the awkwardness of 
Peter as a speaker. The first sentence of the major speech is hardly a 
sentence at all, and it is impossible to find one’s way through ic. The 
last sentence of the same speech has a very awkward order. We should 
again consider the possibility that Luke is trying to catch Peter's 
awkward diction (or a style of speaking appropriate to the character). 
Other Lucan touches include the ‘fore’ idea hidden in ‘appointed 
beforehand’ and ‘speaking in tongues and extolling God's greatness’, 
which remind us of Pentecost and Mary's Magnificat. 

This episode is one of immense importance in the Church's 
history. The question of whether or not non-Jews could be admirted 
was a fearsomely difficult one, and might have destroyed the Church 
at its very beginning. We could perhaps call this ‘Peter's conversion ; 
and like Saul’s ‘conversion’ Luke regards it as of sufficient importance 
τὸ cell it again, in Chapter 11. The issue is still painfully alive in 
Chapter 15 (the “Council of Jerusalem’). Since the beginning of his 
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Gospel, Luke has been preparing us for the admission of che 
Gentiles - see Luke 2:32; 24:47; Acts 1:8; 9:15, and it seems 
entirely natural to us. We should never forger, however, thac this 
was a very neuralgic issue. 

The Holy Spirit here enables Peter to face and overcome his own 
prejudices, and co cake a brave step chat was going to land him and 
the Church in hot water. 


Peter is challenged by the Church; his defence 


[[ ''8 The apostles and the brethren who were throughout Judaea heard that the Gentiles 
had received the word of God. And when Peter went up to Jerusalem, che people of 
the Circumcision took issue with him, saying, ‘You wenc into (the houses of] men 
with foreskins — and you ate with them! Peter started up and explained it τὸ them 
point by point. 

Ἵ was in che city of Joppa, and in ἃ trance | saw a vision, a container coming 
down, like a big sheet wich four corners being let down from heaven — and it came 
up to me. As 1 gazed intenely at it, ] contemplated it and saw the four-footed 
animals of che earth, and the wild beasts and the creepy-crawlies and the birds of 
heaven. I also heard a voice saying to me, “Arise, Peter, kill and cat.” And I said, 
“No way, Lord, because profane or unclean [food] has never entered my mouth.” 
The voice replied a second rime from heaven, “Whar God has made clean you are 
not to call profane!” This happened as many as three times, and everything was 
pulled up to heaven again. And look! Scraightaway three men approached the 
house where we were. They had been sent to me from Caesarea. The Spirit told me 
to go with them without argument. These six fellow Christians came with me, and 
we entered the mans house. He [then] reported to us how he had seen the 
messenger standing tn his house and saying, “Send τὸ Joppa and summon Simon 
who has the surname Peter, who will speak words to you by which you and your 
entire household wil] be saved.” As [ began to speak, the Holy Spirit fell on them. 
just as [τ had] on us ac [the] beginning: and I remembered the Lord's word, how 
he had said, “John baptised with wacer, but you people will be baptised by the 
Holy Spirit.” So tf God has given them the identical gift that he gave τὸ us who 
believe in the Lord Jesus Messiah, who was I to chwart God?’ 

When they heard this they were silent, and they glorified God, saying, ‘Indeed 
God has given the Gentiles rhe repentance that leads to life. 


This is such an important moment that Luke reports it twice, in 
third and first persons; or three times, if you include what Peter says 
in Comedius’s house, more if you include his speech in Chapter 15 
to the ‘Council of Jerusalem’. The opening lines, detailing che 
complainc of the ‘Circumcision Party’, sound like che beating of a 
menacing drum. However, what happened ac Corneliuss house and 
its aftermath is a classic instance of rhe work of the Holy Spirit in 
Acts, effortlessly surmounting all obstacles, especially the major 
problem of the admission of non-Jews into the Church. When Luke 
tells us thac Peter reported the circumstances ‘point by point’ chat is 
high praise — for that was how che evangelist described his own aim 
at the beginning of che two-volume work. 
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It may console us in our era, when Christianiry ts still divided, τὸ 
notice that the intervention of the Holy Spirit does not auto- 
matically solve all problems. Notice how che gospel is restricted τὸ 
‘Jews only’, ac least initially, in the episode that follows. 


Continuing aftershocks from the death of Stephen; 
the gospel is preached to the Gentiles 


So those who had been scattered as a result of the oppression that happened in 
connection with Stephen came through as far as Phoenicia and Cyprus and 
Antioch, speaking the word to nobody other than Jews. Some of them were men of 
Cyprus and Cyrene, who came to Antioch, gospelling the Lord Jesus to rhe Greek- 
speakers. The Lord's hand was with them, and great was the number thar believed 
and cucned to the Lord. The report about them came to the ears of the Church in 
Jerusalem, and they sent Barnabas ro go through as far as Antioch. He came, and 
saw God's grace; he rejoiced and encouraged them all to remain true τὸ the Lord 
with devotion of heart, because he was a good man, and full of the Holy Spirit and 
of faith. And a fair crowd was added to the Lord. He came out to Tarsus τὸ look for 
Saul; and when he found him he took him to Antioch. For a whole year they 
gathered with the Church and taught [them]. Calling disciples “Christians [or 
‘Messianists’] first happened in Antioch. 


In charting the move away from Judaism, Luke plays on us his 
favourite ‘three-card trick’, distracting our gaze to ‘Phoenicia’, ‘Cyprus’ 
and even “Cyrene in Africa, when all the cme his interest is only in 
Antioch. We have seen this device of his before, and will meet it 
again. Now the gospel moves gently away from ‘Jews only to Greek- 
speakers’ and includes all those who could call Jesus ‘Messiah’. Luke 
has effortlessly linked the stories of Peter and Saul by means of 
Barnabas, who is an accredited wicness because he ts ‘full of che 
Holy Spirit’, like Elisabeth, Jesus, Peter, and Stephen before him. 


The ‘collection’ for Christians in Jerusalem 


In those days, prophets came down from Jerusalem to Antioch. One of them, 
called Agabus, arose and foretold through the Spiric chat there would be a great 
famine over the whole inhabited world. This happened under Claudius. Each of 
the disciples, according to their prosperity, determined to send to their fellow 
Christians who lived in Jerusalem. They did this and sent [it] to the elders, through 
the agency of Barnabas and Saul. 


The three-card trick again, perhaps: Barnabas comes first, but it is 
Saul in whom Luke will soon start τὸ show primary interest. 
Jerusalem is still very important in Luke's understanding of che 
Church, as this episode indicates: prophets come from there, and in 
retutn ‘food parcels’ are sent back. For Luke this has the happy effect 
of bringing Barnabas and Saul together, and of getting Saul co 
Jerusalem. With his reference to an event chat took place in Claudius's 
reign, Luke also reminds “Theophilus’ chat this Christian story takes 
place in the real Roman Empire. 
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Peter imprisoned and released 


12." Ac jusc chat moment King Herod laid hands on some people from the Church to 
maltreat chem. He had James, John’s brother, put to death with a sword. Seeing 
that the Jews approved of [chis step], he proceeded to have Peter arrested (ir was the 
days of Unleavened Bread}. He took him into custody, and handed him over to 
four detachments of soldiers to guard him. [Herod's] intention was to bring him 
before the people, after the Passover. So Peter was under guard in the gaol; and 
prayer for him was eagerly going up to Gad from the Church. 

When Herod was just on che point of bringing him forward, on char very night, 
Peter was sleeping between cwo soldiers, immobilised with cwo sets of handcuffs; 
and there were guards before the door keeping an cyc on his cell. And look! The 
Lord's messenger approached; and a lighe shone in the building. Striking Peter's 
side, he aroused him, saying, ‘Quick! Up you get.’ And the handcuffs fell off his 
hands, and the messenger said to him, ‘Get dressed and put on your sandals.’ And 
he did so. And he says τὸ him, ‘Put on your cloak and follow me.’ And he went out 
and followed; and he had no idea that what the messenger was doing was the real 
thing — he thoughc he was seeing a vision! Bur they wene through the first guard, 
and through the second, and they came to the iron gate that gave on τὸ the city, 
which opened for them of its own accord. They emerged and went one street 
further on; and immediately the messenger left him. Peter came to himself and 
said, ‘Now | know for sure chat the Lord has sent his messenger, and has rescued 
me from the power of Herod, and from all that the people of the Jews expected.’ 

When he realised [this] he went τὸ che house of Mary, John's mother (he was the 
one who was surnamed “Mark), where there were a good number gathered 
together in prayer. When he knocked on the door of the gatehouse a little slave girl 
approached τὸ answer. Her name was Rhoda; and when she recognised Peters 
voice, in her joy she didn't open the door, but ran and announced that Peter was 
standing at the gate! They said to her, “Youre crazy! Buc she insisted that it was so, 
and they said, ‘It's his angel.’ 

Meanwhile Peter carried on knocking. They opened and saw [that it was] him, 
and were astounded. He motioned to them with his hand to be silent, and 
reported how the Lord had led him our of prison, and said, “Report this to James 
and the brethren,’ And he went out and travelled to another place. 

When day broke, there was considerable consternation among the soldiers: what 
had happened to Peter? Herod [initiated a] search for him, and, failing to find him, 
interrogated the guards, and ordered them to be led away. And he went down from 
Judaea to Caesarea and spent time there. 


This is a remarkable story: a breathless adventure ac its beginning, 
with some high comedy over the slave girl relieving che tension 
halfway chrough (and the reader will remember the last cime chat 
Luke had Peter and a slave girl together, at Luke 22:56), and, finally, 
a calm ending. ‘Herod’ is Herod Agrippa, grandson of Herod the 
Great, and he died in aD 44. By the end of the story, Herad, who had 
been ‘on a roll’ ac the beginning, with one vote-catching exccution 
behind him, and another in prospect, has been easily defeated; and 
while Peter is moving freely abour the place, Herod has to make an 
undignified departure to Caesarea. Luke is quietly showing us how 
the Holy Spirit works. See also how skilfully Luke has linked τῆς 
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start of this episode with the preceding story, which brought 
together the Christians of Antioch and Jerusalem. Notice, too, some 
echoes of the death of Jesus, with the reference to Passover, always a 
tricky time in Jerusalem; and presumably this is now one year after 
Jesus died, so the memory will have been fresh and expectations 
high. Another echo is of the light that shone round those shepherds 
in Luke's second chapter. The evangelist keeps all kinds of threads 
together. 


The death of Herod 


023 He was very angry with the people of Tyre and Sidon. They came to him as a body; 
they had persuaded Blastus, who was Gentleman of the Royal Bedchamber, and 
sued for peace, because their country supported itself [by importing grain] from 
the King’s country. On the appointed day, Herod, arranged in [his] royal finery, 
and sitting on the rostrum, addressed chem publicly. The people cried out, “The 
voice of God, noc a human being. Straightaway, the angel of the Lord struck him, 
because he had not given glory to God, and he expired, eaten by worms. 


This story may owe something co Ezekiel’s abuse of the ‘Prince of 
Tyre’ for his presumpuon (Ezekiel 28:2, 6, 9). But in its rough 
outline it is found also in the Jewish historian Josephus, and it 
completes the story of Herod’s downfall; che reader will think of what 
was predicted in the Magnificat. From being in control, Herod 1s 
now history. The story is exceptionally well rold. Concrasr it now 
with the ‘Lucan summary’ that follows, and note che way in which 
Luke picks up the story of Barnabas and Saul, and prepares us for 
their ministry, which is shortly to start. 


The Church of all nations and many cultures 


12... 132 The word of God increased and multiplied. Barnabas and Saul returned to 
Jerusalem, having fulfilled their service; they took John, who was surnamed Mark, 
along with them. 

There were in Antioch, in the Church there, prophets and teachers: Barnabas 
and Simeon (called Niger), and Lucius the Cyrenean, Menahem who was foster- 
brather of Tetrarch Herod, and Saul. As chey worshipped the Lord, and fasted, che 
Holy Spirit said, ‘Set apart for me Barnabas and Saul for che work co which | have 
summoned them.’ Then they fasted and prayed and laid hands on them, and sent 
them on their way. 


As occasionally happens in Luke-Acts, chere appears to be some 
confusion: we had supposed John-Mark to be in Jerusalem with his 
mother, and Barnabas and Saul to have already returned co Jerusalem. 
But Luke is more interested in setting up the missionary ream than 
in petting the times and places exactly right. 

Very gently the passage hints at the catholic nature of the Church 
in Antioch. No less than five cultures or languages are represented, 
it seems: Aramaic (Barnabas, Saul), Hebrew (Simeon, Menahem), 
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Latin (Niger}, Greek (Lucius), and (somewhat vaguely) African 
(Cyrencan). With che statement chat Menahem was foscer-brothes 
to the Tetrarch Herod, our mind goes back τὸ the previous episode; 
and our admiration for the work of the Holy Spirit increases. 

The Holy Spirit tends to make the Church all-embracing, rather 
than exclusive. 


The gospel is more powerful than magic 
Having been sent out by the Holy Spirit, they went down to Seleucia, and from 
there they wene to Cyprus. And, being at Salamis, they proclaimed the Word of 
God in che synagogues of the Jews; and they had John as cheir assistant. They went 
through the whole island as far as Paphos; and they found a man who was a 
magician, a Jewish pseudo-prophet of che name of Bar-Jesus. He was with the 
proconsul Sergius Paulus, a man of some intelligence. This man sent for Barnabas 
and Saul, and demanded to hear the word of God. Elymas (for so his name ts 
understood) the magician resisted them, seeking co divert che proconsul from the 
faich. But Saul (who is also Paul), filled with the Holy Spirit, gazed intently at him 
and said, ‘[You are] full of all cunning and all villainy, son of the devil, enemy of all 
righteousness, will you not stop [arrempting to] divert the Lord’s straight ways? 
And now look! The hand of the Lord is upon you, and you will be blind; you shall 
not see the sun until an appropriate time.’ 

Straightaway there fell on him mist and darkness, and he needed guides to get 
about. Then the proconsul, having seen what had happened, came τὸ faith, 
overwhelmed by che Lord’s teaching. 


Saul (now starting to be given the name by which we know him 
best) is seen here for the first time as a full-blown apostle. From now 
on he outstrips Barnabas; and the episode before Sergius Paulus 
reminds the reader of Moses’ feats of magic against the Egyptian 
necromancers in the presence of Pharaoh. The account of Sergius's 
conversion also firs with Luke's general notion of commending 
Christianity to a Roman audience. We may observe that Elymas'’s 
fate is precisely the opposite of what happened to Saul when he first 
heard the voice of Jesus. 

Another theme to notice here is that of the ‘journcy’, an idea very 
important to Luke. We must not think in terms of a ‘travelogue’ so 
much as of a theological idea, of chese apostles being Jesus’ witnesses 
‘to the ends of the earth’, So he goes from Antioch down to Seleucia, 
its port, then across co Cyprus, and the length and breadth of the 
island: we should, however, be marvelling less at Paul's cravelling, and 
more at the power of the Spiric which it demonstrates. 


The gospel is the power of the Holy Spirit, not fakery and trickery. 


Paul’s first speech — in the synagogue at Pisidian Antioch 

Having put out from Paphos, Paul and his group arrived at Perga in Pamphylhia; 
but John deserted them and returned to Jerusalem. Meanwhile they went through 
from Perga and arrived at Pisidian Antioch. They entered the synagogue on the 
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Sabbath-day, and sat down. After the reading of the Torah and the Prophets, those 
in charge of the synagogue sent to them saying, ‘Brothers, if you have some word 
of comfort for the people, speak.’ Paul arose, and, motioning with his hand, said, 
‘Men of Israel, and you who are God-fearers, listen! The God of this people Israel 
chose our ancestors and made the people great during the stay in the land of Egypt, 
and wich uplifted arm led them out of that [land]. And for about forty years he puc 
up wich their moods in the desert. He destroyed seven nations in the land of 
Canaan, and gave their land as [Israel's] inheritance, for about four hundred and 
fifty years. And after that he provided judges, down to Samuel the prophet. After 
that they asked for a king, and God gave them Saoul son of Kish, a man of the 
cribe of Benjamin, for forty years. And after he had removed him [from the chrone] 
he raised up David as their king; and he authenticated David, saying, “I have 
found David the son of Jesse, a man after my heart, who will carry our all my 
wishes.” 

‘It was from David's seed, in accordance with [his] promise, that [God] brought 
Jesus as a saviour for Israel, with John che Baptist acting as his harbinger, prior to 
his entry, preaching a baptism of repentance for the whole people of Israe!. When 
John had finished his course, he said, “Who do you suppose I am? I am not [The 
One]; he is coming after me, the one whom [ am not worthy to untie the sandals 
of his feet.” 

‘Brethren, children of the race of Abraham, and the God-fearers among you, it is 
to us that this message of salvation has been sent out. For those who live in 
Jerusalem, and their rulers, failed to know him; and they fulfilled the prophets 
words that are read every Sabbath-day when they condemned him. And they 
found no capital crime, so they asked Pilate thar he should be done away with. 
And when they had accomplished everything chat had been written abour him, 
they rook him down from the cross and put him in a comb. But God raised him 
from the dead; and he appeared for several days to those who had come up with 
him from Galilee to Jerusalem: these are the peaple who are now his witnesses τὸ 
the people. And we are pospelling you the pood news of the promise made to the 
ancestors. God fulfilled it for cheir children, when he raised Jesus up, as it says in 
the Second Psalm, “You are my Sen — | have fathered you today.” And chat he 
raised him from the dead [in such a way chat] he would never apain return to 
corruption, he declared, “I shall give you David's holy promises.” Therefore in 
another place he says, “You will not allow your Holy One co see corruption.” For 
David in his own generation served God's purpose; then he slept, and was added to 
his ancestors, and saw corruption. Buc the One whom (τοῦ raised did noc see 
COIruption. 

‘So, let it be known to you, brethren, chat it is because of chis that forgiveness of 
sins 1s being proclaimed τὸ you — and from all the things from which you could nor 
be justified by che Law of Moses, in him “everyone who believes is justihed”. So — 
watch out that it doesn't happen to you, what was spoken in the prophets: 


“See, you scoffers; wonder and disappear. 
For | am working a work in your days, 
a work that you will never believe, 
even if someone tells it to you in detail.”’ 


Paul is from now on clearly the leader of the mission, and this ts his 


first speech in Acts. It is a careful argument from Scripture, appropriate 
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[0 a synagogue audience (though we may notice that its account of 
the history of Israel is quite as truncated as chat offered by Stephen 
in Chapter 7). In some ways it does nor sound much like Paul, as we 
know him from his letters, except for the Old Testament basis of the 
argument, and, cowards the end, the link of ‘faith’ and ‘justification’. 

The line Ἵ have found David che son of Jesse . . .’ is from | 
samuel 13:14; 1 shall give you David's holy promises’ is Isaiah 55:3; 
‘you will not allow your Holy One to see corruption’ is Psalm 16:10; 
and ‘See, you scoffers . . .” is Habakkuk 1:5. [ have put ‘everyone 
who believes is justified’ in quotation marks because it sounds like 
Paul quoting himself. 

It is worth checking the cravels of Paul on a map; notice, for 
example, chat there are ewo Antiochs, and that this speech has been 
delivered in Antioch in Pisidia, not Syrian Antioch. 


Resistance to the Holy Spirit 


As they went out, they invited them for che next Sabbath, for a discussion of these 
words. When the synagogue had broken up, many of the Jews and of the proselytes 
who worshipped there followed Paul and Barnabas; they spoke to them, and 
convinced them τὸ continue in God's grace. 

On che next Sabbath, almost all the ciry was gathered to hear the word of the 
Lord. When che Jews saw the crowds they were filled with fanaticism, and tried to 
contradict the chings that Paul was saying — they defamed him. Paul and Barnabas, 
however, spoke fearlessly, and said, ‘It was obligatory that che word of God should 
be spoken to you people first; since you have rejected it, and since you do not 
judge yourselves worthy of eternal life, look! We are curning to the Gentiles; for so 
the Lord has commanded us: 


“| have set you [as] a light [for che] Gentiles, 
so that you may mean salvation to the end of the earth.”’ 


When the Gentiles heard chis, they rejoiced, and they glorifed the word of the 
Lord; and those who were sec in the way of eternal life came to faith. The word of 
the Lord spread through the whole area; but the Jews incited female worshippers of 
high repute and the fist men of the city, and they aroused persecuuon [against] 
Paul and Barnabas, and they expelled them from their district. They simply shook 
the dust off their feer againse them, and came to Iconium. And the disciples were 
filled with joy and che Holy Spirit. 


This is the first example of a pattern that we shall encounter frequendy 
in Paul's ministry in Acts: che gospel is preached first to che synagogue. 
Often it meets with success at first; then, however, it is rejected, and 
the missionaries turn to the Gentiles, who are thirsty for it. Disciples 
expect persecution, and even rejoice in it. ‘Joy’ and ‘the Holy Spiric 
belong very close together, in Luke's view. 

The reference to ‘a light [for the] Gentiles, ete.’ is from Isaiah 
49:6. Alert readers will remember the phrase on Simeon’s lips at che 


very beginning of Luke's Gospel {Luke 2:32). 
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The preaching causes divisions in Iconium 


τ It happened in Iconium as before: they went into the synagogue of the Jews, and 


spoke in such a way that a crowd of both Jews and Greeks came to faith, But the 
Jews who were unbelievers instigated and poisoned the minds of che Gentiles 
against the brethren. So they spent a fair time speaking boldly, with the Lord 
bearing witness to the message of his grace, and allowing signs and portents to 
occur through their agency. The city crowd was divided: sorme were on che Jews’ 
side, while others were with the apostles. Then the Gentiles and Jews made an 
attempt, with [the compliciry of] their leaders, to maltreat chem and stone them; 
when they became aware of it, they Hed to the cities of Lycaonia — Lystra and 
Derbe, and the area round about; and they were pospelling there. 


This episode brings another of Luke's chemes to the fore: persecution 
always has the opposite effect τὸ that which the persecutors intend. 
This has continued to be crue in the history of the Church. So 
Augustine could say, “The martyts were bound, imprisoned, scourged, 
racked, burnt, renc, butchered — and they multiplied’, and Tertullian, 
‘We multiply whenever we are blown down by you; the blood of 
Christians is seed.” Because the Spiric is in charge of events, the 
stoning of Stephen brought about a wider preaching of the gospel. 


The same is now happening in the life of Paul. 


Paul and Barnabas (almost) deified 


Ac Lystra, there was a man who had no power in his feet; he had been lame since 
[he left] his mother’s womb, and had never walked. This man heard Paul speaking. 
[Paul] looked ac him inrently, saw chat he had [enough] faith co be saved, and said 
in a loud voice, ‘Rise up, and stand straight on your feet.’ And he leapt up and 
walked. 

And when the crowds saw what Paul had done, they lifted up their voices in the 
Lycaonian Janguage, saying, ‘Gods have come down to us in the form of human 
beings.’ And they started calling Barnabas “Zeus and Paul “Hermes, since he was 
the chief speaker. And the priest of the Zeus chat was before che ciry brought bulls 
and garlands co che gates, along with che crowds. And he wanted co offer sacrifice. 
But when the apostles Barnabas and Paul heard, they tore their garments and 
rushed our into the crowd shouting and saying, ‘Men — why are you doing this? 
We are also human beings, with feelings just like yours; and we are gospelling you 
to turn away from these useless gods co the Living God, “who made heaven and 
earth, and everything in them’, [This God], in bygone generations, allowed all the 
Gentiles to travel by their own ways — and yet he did not leave himself wirhout 
witness, conferring benefits, giving you rains ftom heaven, and seasons of fruirfulness, 
filling your hearcs with food and cheerfulness.’ 

And with this speech he only just managed to stop the crowds from sacrificing to 
them. 


We notice that Paul has not yet fully displaced Barnabas; for it is 
Barnabas who is named first. But it is Paul who does the speaking. 
Here we have his third speech in Accs. The first was to serious- 
minded Jews; the second indicated the move from Jews to non-Jews; 
this one, finally, is to over-excited Gentiles. 
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An attempt at murder helps to spread the gospel 


Some Jews came from Antioch and Iconium and they persuaded the crowds, and 
stoned Paul, and dragged him out of the city, thinking he was dead. The disciples 
surrounded him, and he got up and wene into the city. The next day he wene out 
with Barnabas to Derbe. They gospelled that city, and made a good few disciples, 
then returned ro Lystra, [conium and Antioch, where they strengthened the souls 
of the disciples, encouraging them to remain in the faith, ‘because we have to enter 
the kingdom of God through many tribulations’. They installed elders for them in 
each Church; they prayed and fasted and offered chem to the Lord in whom they 
had come to believe. 

Then they crossed Pisidia and came to Pamphylia; they spoke the word in Perga 
and came down to Arralia. From there they sailed to Antioch, where chey had been 
commended co the grace of God for the work that they had fulfilled. When they 
arrived and summoned the whole Church, they reported what great things God 
had done with them, and that he had opened a doar of faith to the Gentiles. They 
spent no small period of time with the disciples. 


See once again Luke's narrative skill. Paul has a remarkable (but 
effortless} escape from death, which in no way deters him. He even 
goes back into the city, and only moves on the next day. This now 
allows the two of them to revisit churches thcy have previously 
founded, building up the necessary ecclesial infrastructures. Then 
morc journcying {though Luke does not indicate much of what they 
did in the various places) until they come back to square one, with 
the important exception that τῆς Gentile mission is now well and 
truly under way. 


What about circumcision? 


15'2' And some people coming down from Judaea started teaching the brethren, ‘Unless 


you were circumcised [according] to the custom of Moses, you can't be saved.” Paul 
and Barnabas had a good deal of disagreemenr and argument with chem: and it 
was arranged that Paul and Barnabas, and certain others of them, should go up to 
Jerusalem [to talk] to che apostles and elders about chis issue. 

So the Church sent them on their way, and they wenc through Phoenicia and 
Samaria. [As they went] they gave a detailed report of the conversion of the Gentiles: 
and they caused great joy to all cheir fellow Christians. When chey reached 
Jerusalem, the Church, apostles and elders welcomed them. They related what 
great things God had done with them; but some of the Pharisee party who had 
joined the faith stood up and said, ‘You must circumcise them and instruct them 
to keep the Law of Moses. 

The apostles and eldcts gathered to see about this affair. After a good deal of 
argumient, Peter stood up and told them, ‘Beechren — you [all] know τῆλε from 
early days God made his choice among you, that through my mouth the Gentiles 
should hear the word of the gospel and come to faich. And God, the knower of 
hearts, bore witness to them, giving them che Holy Spirit, just as [he had] to us. 
And God made no distinction in faith between us and them when he purified their 
hearts. So now why are you testing God, by putting a yoke on the disciples’ neck, 
which neither owr ancestors nor we had the strength to bear? On the contrary, 
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through the grace of the Lord Jesus we believe that we are saved in just the same 
way as them.’ 

The whole group was silent as they listened to Barnabas and Pau! recounting 
what signs and portents God had done through them among the Gentiles. After 
they had finished speaking, James responded, ‘Brothers, listen to me. Simeon has 
explained how God first deigned to acquire from among the Gentiles a people for 
his name. And the prophets’ words are in cune with him, as it is written, “After chis 
I shall turn, and I shall rebuild David's tent which had fallen, and J shall rebuild 
the parts of it chat had been torn down; and I shall put it to rights, so that the rest 
of humaniry may seek the Lord, and all the nations on whom my name has been 
invoked, says the Lord, who does these things that have been known from all 
time. 

‘So my verdict is: not to cause crouble for those of che Gentiles who have curned 
to God, but to write to chem to keep away from pollution by idols, and from 
fornication, and from meat that has been strangled, and from blood. For from the 
earliest generations Moses has those who proclaim him in every ciry, in the 


synagogues each Sabbath-day.’ 


This is a very important moment in Acts. The issue, bluncly stated 
by the intruders from Judaea, 1s whether you have to be circumcised 
in order co be a Christian. The meeting at Jerusalem is meant to 
find a way our: there were strong views on both sides. For Luke, 
narrating what has happened is a way of listening to God: Acts itself 
is a narrative listening, and so is Peter's story; but it ts also the case 
with Paul and Barnabas (we notice that Paul normally gets 
mentioned first in this episode). Unusually their speech is not 
reported: “They related what great things God had done with them... 
recounting what signs and portents God had done through them 
among the Gentiles. Now ir all rather curns on which way James 
wil] jump; he is, after all, che brother of the Lord, and might be 
thought to represent the more ‘conservative’ viewpoint (i.e. in 
favour of compulsory circumcision), and so it is uncertain how he 
will react. As it tucns out, his speech is not all that coherenc; but 
clearly he is doing his best to find a compromise, using a text from 
Amos (9:11, 12) for che purpose, while not surrendering so much of 
his heritage that the Pharisee Christians would feel uncomfortable. 
It may be relevant co note char Luke has him use ‘Simeon’, the 
Semitic form of Peter's original name. Some scholars feel that Luke 
may have smoothed things over a bit here. The puzzling opening 
remark from Peter's speech, that ‘you know that... God made his 
choice among you . . . thar through my mouth the Gentiles should 
have the word of the gospel and come τὸ faith’ seems not co fit with 
what we have seen already. Nor does it ft with Galatians 2:7, where 
it is agreed that Paul is to go to che Gentiles and Peter to the Jews. 
Moreover Luke does noc offer any evidence from those opposed to 
the Gentile mission, nor Paul’s (no doubr spirited) defence of the 
mission co the Gentiles. Perhaps in abbreviating his account Luke 
has followed his practice of emphasising the unicy rather than the 


divisions of the Church. 
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Once again, it is theologically important, and relevant to the 
matter in hand, chat Paul and Barnabas journey (‘to the end of the 
earth’) ‘through Phoenicia and Samaria’. This both provides chem 
with useful support from the wider Church and enables chem to 
draw on a useful range of pastoral and missionary experience. 
Perhaps there is something here for the Church of our own day to 
learn. 


The Church authenticates the mission of Paul and Barnabas 


Then the apostles and the elders, along with the entre Church, decided to choose 
men from their number and send them to Antioch with Paul and Barnabas: Judas 
called Barsabbas, and Silas. These were prominent among the brethren; and they 
wrote this letter for them to carry: 


The Apostles and the Elder Brethren, Greetings to che Gentile Brethren in 
the territories of Antioch, Syria and Cilicia, Since we have heard that some 
people trom here have disturbed you with what they said, unsettling your 
souls with things chat we had not commanded, we have reached a 
unanimous agreement to choose men and send them to you along with our 
beloved Barnabas and Paul, people who have handed over their lives for the 
name of Our Lord Jesus Christ. So we have sent Judas and Silas (and the 
others) to announce this verbally. For we and the Holy Spirit have decided 
to put no greater burden on you than these (which are necessary): ro 
abstatn from things offered to idols, and blood, things strangled, and sexual 


vice. If you keep yourselves from these, you will do well. Farewell. 


So they were sent off, and they came to Antioch; and gathering the group, they 
handed over the letter. They read it, and rejoiced at the encouragement. Judas and 
Silas, being prophets themselves, comforted the Christians and strengthened them 
with much talking; and having spent some time, they took their feave of the 
brethren [and went back] to those who had sent them. Paul and Barnabas spent 
time in Antioch, teaching and gospelling, with many others also, the word of the 


Lord. 


The last phrase, ‘the word of the Lord’, is of immense importance in 
Acts. The reader notices that the letter and che theological argument 
were not enough by themselves, What counts is the personal contact, 
which means a willingness co travel. [t is possible to see here a lesson 
for the Church of our day. We should also observe Luke’s emphasis 
on Church infrastructures: the ‘apostles and elders’ have to validate 
the policy decisions taken by missionaries ‘in the field’. Otherwise 
we are not Church. 


The quarrel between Paul and Barnabas 


After some days, Paul said τὸ Barnabas, ‘Let us return and visit che Christians in 
each city where we proclaimed the word of the Lord, τὸ see how they are getting 
on.’ Barnabas, however, wanted to take with them John called Mark; and Paul 
insisted that they should nor cake him along, since he had abandoned them in 
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Pamphylia, and had not gone to work with them. A sharp disagreement arose, and 
they separated from each other, Barnabas took Mark and sailed to Cyprus, while 
Paul chose Silas, and set out, having been commended to the Lord's grace by his 
fellow Christians. He went through Syria and Cilicia, strengthening the Churches. 


Paul is now quite clearly calling che tune. Not for the last time in his 
missionary work, he has a row, on a matrer of principle, with a 
fellow missionary. Luke's Paul (and the Paul who reveals himself in 
his letters) is gratifyingly human. We may find ourselves longing co 
know whar really caused John Mark to disappear. 


Paul’s sensitivity to cross-cultural issues 


He reached Derbe and Lystra. And look! There was a disciple there named 
Timothy, the son of a Jewish woman who was a believer, buc a Greek father; 
Timothy was vouched for by che Christians in Lystra and Iconium. Paul wanted 
him to accompany him; he cook him and circumcised him, because of the Jews in 
those parts — for they all knew chat he had a Gentile father. As chey journeyed 
through che cities. they handed down to them the decisions for them to observe, 
that the apostles and elders in Jerusalem had decided upon. 

So the Churches were strengthened in che faith, and every day they increased in 
number. 


This ‘Lucan summary concludes an important section, in which 
Luke nearly brings together some issues of preat importance to his 
understanding of the story. These include che ‘journeying cheme, 
obviously; the appointmenc of Timothy as successor to Barnabas; 
the need for the awkward and painful circumcision, which dramatically 
highlights the sensitivicy of the Jewish-Gentile issue; the need to 
enforce the compromise that has been arrived at in Jerusalem; the 
central position of che Jerusalem Church. Finally, che summary tells 
us that despite the uncomfortable issues involved, the Spirit's work 
is proceeding from strength to strength. 


How the Spirit guides the mission 


They came through Phrygia and the Galatian region, having been prevented by the 
Holy Spirit from speaking the word in Asia. They came down towards Mysia and 
tried to journey to Bithynia — and the Spirit of Jesus did not permit them. They 
bypassed Mysia and came down to Troas. And a nocturnal vision appeared to Paul, 
a Macedonian man standing, beseeching him and saying, ‘Come over into 


Macedonia and help us.’ 


Two important ideas lurk in this passage: first, as so often in Acts, 
note the liberal sprinkling of place names. It is quite a good idea to 
trace chem on a map, and, perhaps with the help of commentaries, 
look at the difficulty about what is meant by “Galatia. But ic is 
important not to worry too much about it; what most interests 
Luke here is the ‘journey’ that the gospel is following, rather than 
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precise geographical detail. Second, see how three times che trajectory 
of the mission is adjusted in response to divine intervention: the 
‘Holy Spire’, che ‘Spirit of Jesus’ and ‘a Macedonian man’, all serve 
to direct che gospel as it makes its huge (psychologically if not 
geographically) leap into Europe. 


Paul’s first European mission: Philippi 
When he had seen the vision, we immediately tried to go out to Macedonia; we 
inferred that God had ealled us to gospel them. We put out from Troas and ran a 
straight course for Samothrace, and the next day to Neapolis, and chence to Philippi, 
which is a leading city of che district of Macedonia, a [Roman] colony. 

On the Sabbath-day we went outside the city, along a river, where we thoughr 
there was a prayer-place. We sat down and spoke with the women who came 


together. 


This passage is che first of che four ‘we’ passages that we find in Acts, 
and it continues a few lines further, down to the beginning of the 
strange story of the slave girl. The four stones are ac: 16:10-17, 
20:5-15; 21:1-18, and 27:1-28:16. The reader might care to reflect 
on why Luke switches so abruptly to writing in che first person 
plural. There are various possible cxplanations: a) thac chis was how 
you narrated sea voyages in the ancient world, to make chem more 
direct and hence more exciung; b) cha this is simply che way thar 
Luke liked τὸ tell che story; οὐ chat Luke was at chis stage making use 
of some kind of wreten source, such as someone's travel diary: 
d) chat Luke is here signalling to τῆς reader chat he was at chis point 
in the story a companion of Paul. The last seems τῆς most obvious, 
but you can make up your own mind about what he is doing here. 
Scholars are far from agreed on the subject. 

Since it was a ‘Sabbach-day, we assume chat 1 was fests’ women 
who were mecting by che nver (although it curns out that Lydia was 
not Jewish bur interested in Judaism). Once again we see Paul's 
familiar pattern of going first to che Jews. 


Lydia demands to be allowed to offer hospitality 


A particular woman was listening. Her name was Lydia, and she was a dealer in 
purple cloth from the city of Thyarica, and a God-fearer. The Lord opened her 
heart to pay attention to che things that Paul was saying. When she and her 
household had been baptised, she begged [us], saying, ‘If you have decided thar | 
am a believer in τῆς Lord, come into my house and stay there’; and she prevailed 
on us. 


Once again we see the familiar partern: Paul preaches first τὸ the 
Jews, as the reference co ‘Sabbath’ indicates; alchough it is interesting 
that here in Philippi he seems to have targeted primarily Jewish 
women — and Lydia is not even Jewish. As in che Cornelius story, so 
here we have noc just an individual but an entire household coming 
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to faith. This is something we shall see again soon, with the story of 
the gaoler/prison commissioner of Philippi. It may make us reflect 
on how evangelisation should be done. 


Trouble in Philippi, and the effortless resolution of it 


As we journeyed to the prayer-place, it happened that a slave girl encountered us. 
She had a spirit of divination, and she provided her owners with a tidy income by 
her prophesying. She dogged Paul's footsteps, and ours, and cried out, saying, 
‘These people are servants of the Most High God. They are proclaiming the Way 
of Salvation to you. 

She did this over several days. Paul was at che end of his tether; he turned round 
and cold the spirit, [1 command you, in the name of Jesus Messiah, to come out of 
her. And it went out of her ac chat [very] moment. When her owners realised chat 
their chance of income had gone away, they seized hold of Paul and Silas, and 
dragged them to the agora, before the authorities. And taking chem to the praetors, 
they said, ‘These people (who are Jews) are turning our city upside down; and they 
are ptoclaiming customs that it is not permissible for us (who are Roman [ciuzens]) 
to admit or to practise.’ 

The crowd joined in the attack on chem; and the praetors tore off their clothes 
and ordered them to be caned. They laid a large number of strokes on them, and 
threw them into prison, and ordered the prison commissioner to keep a very 
careful eye on them, When he received this order, he Hung them inco the innermost 
prison, and he fastened their feet to the stocks. Round about the middle of the 
night, Paul and Silas were praying and singing hymns to God, and the [other] 
prisoners were listening to them. Suddenly, there was a huge earthquake, [which] 
shook the foundations of the prison. Immediately all the gates were opened and 
everyones chains were unfastened. The prison commissioner woke up, saw the 
doors of the prison open, and drew his sword. He was just on the point of killing 
hirnself (because he thought that the prisoners had escaped). Paul, however, cried 
out in a loud voice, saying, Dont do yourself any harm — for we're all here.’ He 
asked for light, and rushed in. Trembling, he fell at the feet of Paul and Silas; he led 
them out and said, My Lords: what must I do in order that ] may be saved?’ They 
said, “Believe in the Lord Jesus, and both you and your household will be saved.’ 
And they spoke the word of the Lord to him, along with all chose in his house. 
Even at that ume of night he took them in, washed [away] the resules of their 
beating, and he and all his people were baptised right away. He took them to his 
house, set food before [them], and with his whole household rejoiced, because he 
had found faith in God. 

When day came, the praetors sent the lictors, saying, “Release those people.’ The 
prison commissioner reported these words to Paul: “The praetors have sent for you 
to be released, So out you go, and go off in peace.’ Paul however said, “They have 
publicly fogged us without a proper trial -- although we are Roman citizens; they 
have Hung us into gaol, and now they want to get rid of us without any fuss! No 
way — they can come and get us out themselves!’ 

The lictors reported these statements to the praetors, who were alarmed to hear 
that they were Roman [citizens]. They came and begged them; they took them out 
and asked them to leave the city. When they left the prison, they went to Lydia; 
they saw the Christians [in her house], comforted chem, and left [the city]. 
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Here ts another story that gives us Luke’s underscanding of how the 
Holy Spirit works. First chere is a victory, in that Paul cffortlessly 
exorcises the servanc girl who has correctly identified them. Next 
comes an apparent setback: opposition from chose who are 
hnancially threatened leads co flogging and imprisonment. From 
then on, however, it is all success: Paul and Silas entertain their 
fellow prisoners by singing hymns; they are miraculously released; 
Paul orders the gaoler not to commit suicide, and receives him and 
his household into the Church; Paul lays down the law to the local 
authorities, who are embarrassed, and reduced to begging the 
evangelists to get out of rown! Finally Paul does condescend to leave: 
but ic is in his own good time, not theirs, and only after reassuring 
the infant Church in Lydia’s house. We may also notice che change 
in meaning of ‘Lord’: che gaoler uses it to address Paul and Silas, bur 
they use it only for Jesus. In a sense this is a little vignene of che 
entire battle that is Acts of the Apostles: who is Lord round here? 


Persecution brings the gospel to Athens 


17 '" Travelling through Amphipolis and Apollonia, they came τὸ Thessalonica, where 
there was a synagogue of the Jews. In accordance with [his] custom, Paul went intra 
them, and for three Sabbaths he held discussions wich them on the basis of the 
scriptures, explaining [them] and demonstrating that it was inevitable for the 
Messiah co suffer and rise from the dead, and thac “This is the Messiah, Jesus. 
whom ] am proclaiming ro you.’ 

Some of them were persuaded, and they threw in their loc wich Paul and Silas: 
there was a good number of Greek [God-]fearers, and not a few of the leading 
women. The Jews got jealous; and taking along some degenerates who hung about 
the market place, they called in Rentamob, and set the ciry in an uproar. They 
attacked Jason's house, and wanted to bring them before the assembly; but chey 
didnt find them, so they dragged Jason and some of the Christians to the politarchs. 
shouting: ‘These are the ones who are upsecting the [entire] world -- and here they 
arc, and Jason has given them hospitalicy! And all these people are acting against 
Caesars decrees, saying that theres an alternative king in [this] Jesus.’ 

They succeeded in unsettling the crowd and the polirarchs; when they heard this 
they took bail from Jason and the others, and let them go. 

The Christians sent Paul and Silas out [of che city] to Beroea, then and chere, by 
night. When they got there, they visited the synagogue of the Jews. These were 
more open-minded than chase in Thessalonica, and they received the word with al! 
eagerness; every day they would examine che scriptures [to see} if it was so. Many 
of chem therefore came to faith; and chere were a good number of prominent 
Gentile women, and men. 

However, when the Jews from Thessalonica found out char Paul had preached 
the word of God in Beroea as well, chey came [along], and there also they upset 
and disturbed the populace. Then and there the Christians sent Paul off, to uravel 
to the coast; and Silas and Timothy waiced there. Those who were conducting Paul 
escorted him to Athens; and they departed, with an order to Silas and Timothy to 
get co him as soon as possible. 
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Jason has appeared rather from a clear sky, and it seems that Luke 
supposes that we know who he is. Once again we see che familiar 
patrern of Acts: preaching leads to persecution, which brings about 
the spread of the gospel, to Athens and then Corinth, where Paul 
had one of his most successful ministries. We have come a long way 
from Jerusalem and Judaea, and are new ac ‘the end of the earch, at 
least in the sense that Athens was the commercial centre of che 
ancient world. 


Paul] in Athens 


17.158! While Paul was waiting for them in Achens, he was exasperated to see chat 
the city was full of idols. So he held discussions in the syngogue with the Jews and 
God-fearers, and every day in the agora, with anyone who happened τὸ come 
along. Some of the Epicurean and Scoic philosophers fell in with him, and some 
said, ‘What is this rag-picker on about?’ Others said, ‘He seems to be a proponent 
of outlandish deities’ (because he was giving the gospel message of Jesus and the 
Resurrection), 

They cook him and led him to the Areopagus, saying, ‘Can we know what this 
new teaching is to which you are giving utterance? For you are imparting certain 
outlandish matters into our hearing. So -- we want to know what is the meaning of 
ic. {All Athenians, and the foreigners passing through there, had no time for 
anything but talking or hearing about τῆς latest [fad]}. 

Paul stood in the middle of the Areopagus and said, ‘Men of Athens, you seem 
to me exceptionally devout. For as ] was coming through [this city], and examining 
the objects af your worship, 1 also found an altar on which was inscribed “To the 
Unknown God”. Therefore what you worship without knowing is what I am 
proclaiming to you. The God who made the universe and everything in it, being 
the Lord of heaven and earth, does not dwell in temples that human hands have 
made, and is nor served by human assistance, as though he had need of anything. 
For it is he who gives life and breath and everything to all. Qut of one [person] he 
made the whole human race to dwell over che entire face of the earch, having set 
the appointed times and fixed boundaries of their habitation, [for them] to seek 
God, [to see] if they might grope their way to finding him. For he is not far off 
from each one [of us). For in him we live, and move, and are; and as some of your 
poets say, We are of his family.” So, being of God's family, we should not think 
that the deiry ts like gold or silver or stone, or something fashioned by human 
technology or thought. So God, overlooking che times of ignorance, now commands 
people everywhere to repent, for he has appointed a day on which he is going τὸ 
judge the world in righteousness, by means of a man whom he appointed, and he 
has given an assurance to all by raising him from the dead.’ 

When they heard ‘resurrection trom the dead’, some of them sneered; but others 
sad, “We'll hear you again on this matter.’ 

So Paul went out of their midst; buc some men joined him, including Dionysus 
the Areopagice, and a woman called Damaris, and others along with them. After 
this he left Athens, and came to Corinth. 


Once more we see the pattern, that Paul first attends the synagogue, 
and normally (though apparently not in Athens) gets rejected and 
turns to the Gentiles. Here, though, the pattern is modified; for 
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Luke reports a speech thar would seem well crafted for his intellectual 
Athenian audience, and yet it is only minimally successful. We notice, 
however, that Luke uses Athens as the springboard for Paul's very 
fruictul ministry in Corinth. 

The mysterious Jason in Thessaloniea is one of Luke's ‘loose ends’. 
Another feature of Luke here is, I suspect (it is hard to be sure, but | 
have so cranslated ir) che slightly pompous invitation τὸ the 
Areopagus, and Paul’s rather stilted speech when he gets there. 


Paul arrives in Corinth: the familiar patterns repeated 


(In Corinth) he found a Jew called Aquila, who was a native of Pontus. He had 
recently come from Italy with his wife Priscilla, because Claudius had decreed that 
all Jews should depart from Rome. [Paul] came to them because they were fellow 
professionals (their trade was tent-making); and with them he lived and worked. 

Every Sabbath he would hold discussions in the synagogue, trying to convert 
both Jews and Greeks. When Silas and Timothy came down from Macedonia, he 
was wholly absorbed in preaching, testifying to the Jews that Jesus was the 
Messiah; bur they resisted and abused (him]. So he shook out his clothes and told 
them, ‘Your blood be on your heads. I am clear of responsibiliry — from now on, | 
shall travel to the Gentiles.’ 

He went away from there and entered the house of a God-fearer called Titus 
Justus, whose house was adjacent to the synagogue. Crispus, τῆς head of the synagoguc, 
came to Faith in the Lord, with his entire household, and many of the Corinthians 
heard, and believed, and were baptised. 


Corinth was not a promising place for Paul’s mission: tt was a rich 
and thriving and multiracial society, a byword in its day for sexual 
acuvity of various kinds. Yet it was here that Paul stayed for a year 
and a half. Once again, we notice, he goes first to the synagogue, 
and noc without success, since his ‘fellow professionals’, Priscilla and 
Aquila, are fairly prominence in his letters. Nevertheless, this time 
Paul has apparently come to the conclusion that he is never going to 
get anywhere, although, as we shall see, he continues to go to the 
Jews first. Here Luke makes his point by having Paul echo Ezekiel 
33:3-5, which Matthew picks up in his Gospel, at 27:25, that 


terrible moment when Jesus’ own people reject him before Pilate. 


What happened in Corinth 

The Lord told Paul in a vision at night, “Don't be afraid: speak up, and dont be 
silent, because ] am with you, and no one will artack you to do you harm — because 
I have many in this city who are my people.’ He sertled [there] for a year and six 
months, teaching God's word among them. 

When Gallio was proconsul of Achaia, the Jews combined against Paul, and rook 
him to court, saying, ‘He incites people to worship God in a way thar is contrary 
to our Law.’ When Paul was about to open his mouth, Gallio said to the Jews, “IF it 
were some evil crime or villainy, chen, [my] Jewish [friends], I should reasonably 
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put up with your complaint. If, however, the argument is about a discourse, and 
vocabulary, and law that is all your own, then you [are the ones who] must see to 11. 
I have no desire to sit in judgement on these matters.’ And he chrew chem out of 
court. They all took Sosthenes, the head of the synagogue, and beat him up in 
franc of the cribunal. None of this was of any concern to Gallio. 


This Gallio was brother to Seneca, the Roman philosopher who was 
Nero’s tutor; inevitably some later Christians dreamed up a cor- 
respondence between Paul and Seneca. An inscription at Delphi 
dates Gallio’s ume in Corinth to AD 51 or 52, When Gallio supposed 
Christianity to be just anocher Jewish sect, that would have been ro 
their advantage, since Judaism, though considered rather odd because 
of insisting on only one God, had che status of a ‘permitted 
religion’, and was therefore exempt from taking parc in imperial 
worship. 


Paul moves on; return to the Holy Land 


#22 Paul remained many more days; he said goodbye co the Christians and sailed off to 
Syria, wich Priscilla and Aquila in tow, having cut his hair at Cenchreae (for he had 
a vow). They arrived at Ephesus, and he left chem there; meanwhile he went into 
the synagogue and held discussions with the Jews. However, when they asked him 
to stay a bit longer, he did nor give his consent, but bade chem farewell and said, 1] 
shall come back to you, if God wills.’ He sec sail ftom Ephesus and reached Caesarea. 
He went up [τὸ Jerusalem) and greeted the Church [chere]; and then he went down 
to Antioch. 


Why has Paul suddenly left Timothy and Silas, Priscilla and Aquila? 
The reader may notice the apostle’s rendency co split with his fellow 
workers; he was not altogether an easy man. Cenchreae, where he 
shaved his head, was che eastern port of Corinth. We observe that at 
Ephesus Paul has continued his practice of going to the synagogue 
hrse. 


Back to Asia Minor 


3 Having spent some time, he went co one place after another in the Galatian and 


Phrygian regions, and strengthened al] the disciples. 


This is anocher ‘Lucan summary’, getting Paul off stape, perhaps to 
prepare for Apollos’s visit co Corinth, the background to the 
controversy that emerges in Paul's first letcer co the Corinthians. 


Apollos in Corinth 

18 19" A Jew by the name of Apollos, of Alexandrian origin, an educated man, 
arrived at Ephesus; he was very good on the scriptures. He had been caughr the 
Way of che Lord, and was brimming with enchusiasm; he was speaking and 
teaching all abour Jesus, [quite] accurately — buc he only knew about the baptism 
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of John. Apollos began τὸ express himself freely in che synagogue. Priscilla and 
Aquila heard him; they got hold of him and explained the Way more accurately to 
him. Because he wanted to cross over to Achaia, the Christians wrote a lerrer, 
encouraging the disciples τὸ welcome him. He arrived, and by [God's] grace helped 
the Faithful greatly. For he vigorously refuted the Jews in public, showing through 


the scriptures thar Jesus was the Messiah. 


Now while Apollos was in Corinth, Paul wenc chrough the inland parts, and came 
to Ephesus. 


Apollos is in Ephesus while Paul is in che Holy Land and Paul comes 
to Ephesus while Apollos is in Corinth; 1 Corinthians tells us about 
the divisions based on their two factions in Corinth, Was Ephesus 
too small for the rwo of them? Luke gently buc firmly points out 
that Apollos’ background and teaching may have been a bit 
deficient — only John’s baptism, and perhaps not much on the Holy 
Spirit. 

Later on in Corinth there was (ac least) an Apollos-party and a 
Paul-party, with quite scrious divisions berween them. 


The coming of the Holy Spirit 


He found some disciples and said to them, ‘Did you receive the Holy Spirit when 
you came to faith?’ They said to him, “We hadn't even heard if the Holy Spirit 
exists!’ And he said, “What were you baptised into?" They said, ‘Into John's baptism. 

Paul said, ‘John baptised [with] a baptism of repentance, telling the people to 
believe in the One coming after him -- thar is Jesus.” 

When they heard this, they were baptised [in] the name of the Lord Jesus. When 
Paul laid his hands on them, the Holy Spirit came on them, they spoke in tongues. 
and they prophesied. The men were about cwelve in number, 


This is not the first time that Acts has spoken of the ‘coming of the 
Holy Spire’, but other chan at Pentecost, we have ποῖ really grasped 
what it was. Αἱ Pentecose it was tongues of fire, the sound of a 
mighry wind. and speaking in languages chat everyone could under- 
stand. Clearly for the early Church the coming of the Holy Spirit 
was something tangible. Here it is represented as a matter of 
‘speaking in tongues’ and ‘prophesying , which may not take us much 
further. Evidently, chough, ic was something about which chere 
could be no doubt and we need to bear this in mind as we continue 
our journcy through this ‘Gospel of the Holy Spirit’. 

The coming of the Holy Spirit was obviously something chat no 
one could doubc. 


Paul’s exploits in Ephesus 

Going into the synagogue, he spoke freely for three months, holding discussions, 
and trying to convince [them] about the kingdom of God. But as some people 
were obstinate, and disbelieved, and reviled the Way before the people. he with- 
drew from them, and took the disciples on their awn, and held discussions with 
them every day in Tyrannus’ lecture hall. This lasted for ewo years; the result was 
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that all chose who lived in Asia, both Jews and Greeks, heard the word of the Lord. 
Through Paul’s agency, God worked miracles that were quite out of the ordinary. 
For example, the sick had facecloths or handkerchiefs that had touched him taken 
to them, and their diseases left them, and evil spirits departed. 

Some of che wandering Jewish exorcists arrempted to name the name of the Lord 
Jesus, saying, ‘I adjure you, by Jesus whom Paul proelaims. There were seven sons 
of Sceva, a Jewish Archpriest, who were doing this. The evil spirit answered and 
said to them, ‘Jesus I recognise and Paul ] know — but who are you people?’ And 
the man in whom the evil spirit was, leapt on them, and overmastered them all, so 
that they fled, naked and wounded, from that house. All the Jews and Gentiles 
who lived in Ephesus came to know of this; awe fell on all of them, and the event 
magnified the name of the Lord Jesus. Many of those who had come co faith came, 
acknowledging and declaring their acts. Several of chose who had practised magic 
brought their scrolls, and burne them before everybody; and they added up che 
price of chem — it came to more than fifty thousand silver pieces! So by che Lord's 
might the word increased and grew. 


This adroit combination of ‘Lucan summary’ and the story of che 
sons of Sceva creates an impressive atmosphere, of che gospel 
effortlessly overcoming every possible obstacle and reaching out τὸ 
all humanity (all chose who lived in Asia... all the Jews and 
Gentiles who lived in Ephesus’). The facecloths and handkerchiefs 
that had touched Paul remind us of che effects of Peter's shadow 
(5:15). Notice, once again, the emphasis on the ‘name of the Lord 
Jesus’. Notice, too, how ‘Lord’ has become a divine title for Jesus: 
contrast Luke 1:46, where ic clearly referred τὸ God. Now tr is 
apparently ‘God or Jesus’ or “God in Jesus’. Paul is still, we observe, 
going to the Jews first. 


Towards Jerusalem and Rome 


When these things were fulfilled, Paul resolved to pass through Macedonia and 
Achaia, and so journey to Jerusalem. He said, ‘After | have been there, ic 1s necessary 
for me to see Rome as well.’ He senc cwo of his assistants, Timothy and Erastus, to 
Macedonia; meanwhile Paul himself stayed on for a time in Asia. 


Is Paul splitting up yet again with his apostolic assistants? Luke does 
not say so, but we cannot help asking, Once again we notice the 
theme of travelling, and che fact chat the gospel never stops anywhere, 
bur presses on to Jerusalem and τὸ Rome, where Acts will end, 
having arrived, presumably, at ‘the end of the earth’. 


Trouble averted in Ephesus 


At about thar time chere was a fairly considerable disturbance with regard to the 
Way. For someone called Demetrius, a silversmith, who made silver shrines of 
Artemis, and provided the craftsmen with a good deal of business, called them all 
together, along with others who worked in related trades, and said, ‘Men, you 
know that our livelihood depends on this trade. You [can] see and hear that this 
fellow Paul has been misleading vast numbers of people with his arguments, not 
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just here, buc almost everywhere in Asia. He says chat [scatues] made by human 
hands arent gods! The risk is that nor only will our profession come into disrepute, 
but also the temple of the preat goddess Artemis will be reckoned as nothing, and it 
will be stripped of its majesty, which Asia, and [indeed] the whole world, worships.’ 

They heard him, and were filled with anger, and shouted out, ‘Great is Artemis 
of the Ephesians’; and the city was filled with confusion. Unanimously, they rushed 
to the theatre, and dragged off the Macedonians Gaius and Aristarchus, Paul's 
travelling companions. Paul wanted to go into the crowd, buc the disciples wouldn't 
allow him. Some of the Asiarchs, who were friendly towards him, sent to him and 
begged him not to vencure into the theatre. People were shouting different things. 
for the assembly was in uproar, and most people had no idea why they had come 
together. Some of the crowd gave instruction to Alexander, as the Jews pushed him 
to the front. Alexander gave a signal chat he wanted to make [his) defence to the 
people. When they realised that he was Jewish, a single slogan arose from the 
whole lot of them; for about rwo hours, they shouted, “Great is Artemis of the 
Ephesians. 

The Secretary quietened τῆς crowd and said, ‘Ephesians, is chere anyone who 
does not know chat the city of Ephesus ts the guardian of the Temple of the Great 
Artemis and of the image that fell from heaven? Since this is undeniable, you must 
show restraint, and do nothing reckless. For you brought these men, who are neither 
temple-robbers nor blasphemers of our God. So if Demetrius and his fellow 
professionals have a case against someone, the courts are in session, and there are 
proconsuls — let them accuse cach other. If, however, there is anything further you 
wish to know, it will be sertled at che statutory assembly. In fact we run the nsk of 
being charged wich sedition for [what has gone on] today, since there is no charge 
to which we shall be able to respond regarding this commotion. And having said 
these things, he dismissed the assembly. 


Why has Luke given a relatively large section to chis account of civil 
disorder at Ephesus? Perhaps τὸ indicate to ‘Theophilus’, che archetypal 
Roman reader, that the disturbances thar surrounded this new “Way 
are not just inner-Jewish problems; they also have implications for 
pagan religion. Demetrius’s claim that Paul preaches against idols 
‘almost everywhere in Asia suggests chat the apostle was quite 
impartial about whom he annoyed: Jews with his claims about Jesus 
as Messiah, and pagans with his strict monotheism. And we have 
already heard Paul arguing this case in Athens. We also notice, nor 
for che first rime, that Luke presents Roman officials as inclined to 
protect Christians. Ac the same time, however, Luke wants to make 
it clear that the troubles are not the Christians’ fault. It serves co 
stand as an example for many such problems chat must have occurred 
in cities throughout che Mediterranean as Christianity made its way 


westwards. 


Paul's travel plans changed by attempted murder 

720. After che trouble had died down, Paul sent for che disciples and comforted them. 
[Then] he took leave of them and left τὸ travel to Macedonia As he went through 
those parts, he comforted them with much talking, and reached Greece, where he 
spenc three months. As he was abour τὸ sail to Syria, there was a ploc against him 
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on the part of che Jews, and he decided to go back through Macedonia. He was 
accompanied by Sopater, son of Pyrrhus, a Beroean; of the Thessalonians there 
were Aristarchus and Secundus, Gaius from Derbe, and Ttmothy; the Asians were 
Tychicus and Trophimus. These people went ahead of us and waited for us at 
Troas. We left by boat from Philippi after the days of Unleavened Bread, and 


reached them at Troas within five days. We spenr a week there. 


This is the beginning of the second ‘we’ passage. The reader notices 
that, once again, the context is that of travel, including a sea voyage, 
and chat there is the furry of names (not all of them known co us) 
thar we have come to expect in Acts. The Church of Acts is catholic 
in that ir signals a broad mixture of cultures within its ample 
bosom. 


Eutychus and the dangers of long sermons. Farewell to the elders of 
Ephesus 


On the first day of the week, when we had gathered to break bread, Paul gave them 
an address, since he was due to leave che next day; and he prolonged his discourse 
till midnight; there were many lamps in the upper room where we had gathered. A 
young man called Eurychus was sitting at the window, and sank inco a deep sleep 
as Paul talked longer and longer. Finally overcome by his somnolence, he fell down 
from the third storey, and was taken up dead. Paul went down and threw himself 
upon him. He embraced him and said, ‘Don't be distressed -- there is life in him.’ 
He went up and broke bread and ate, having chatted for a long time, until 
daylight. They cook che boy alive, and were comforted in no small measure. 

Meanwhile we went on ahead to the boat and sailed to Assos. The plan was that 
we should take him on board there. For he had arranged it so — he was going τὸ 
travel on foot. When he met us at Assos we took him on board and came to Mitylene. 
From there we sailed the next day and reached [a spot] off Chios. The following 
day we approached Samos, and the day after we came to Miletus. Paul had decided 
to sail past Ephesus, so as not to waste time in Asia, For he was hurrying to be in 
Jerusalem for the day of Pentecost, if possible. 

From Milecus he sent to Ephesus and summoned the elders of the Church. 
When they arrived, he said to them, ‘You know how from the frst day chat I came 
to Asia, I spent che whole time with you, serving the Lord with al! humiliry and 
tears, and the trials thar happened τὸ me with the Jews’ plots. You know how I did 
not keep silent about anything thac is profitable, and proclaimed τὸ you and taughe 
you both in public and at home, testifying to Jews as well as Greeks [about] 
turning to God in repentance, and [about] faith in our Lord Jesus. Now look — | 
am bound in the Spirit to cravel to Jerusalern, not knowing what will happen to me 
there, except chat in each city the Holy Spirit testifies to me, telling me chat 
imprisonment and anguish lie in wait for me. As for myself, I regard my life as in 
no sense precious to me, so long as I can complete the race, and the ministry chat | 
have received from the Lord Jesus, to spread the witness of the gospel of God's 
grace. Now look -- I know that none of you, among whom I have gone about 
proclaiming the kingdom, will ever see my face again. So I call you to witness, this 
very day, that [ am innocent of the blood of all. For I never held back from 
announcing God's entire plan to you. Look after yourselves; look after the whole 
flock in which the Holy Spirit made you overseers to shepherd God's Church, 
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which he got through the blood of his own [Son]. I know that after my departure 
ruthless wolves will come in to you. They will not spare the Mock; and men will 
arise from among you who will ucter cravesties [of the cruth], so as to draw away 
the disciples after them. So, stay awake. Remember thar for chree years, day and 
night, | never stopped admonishing each one with tears. Now | am offering you to 
God, and to the message of God’s grace. God is able to build up, and to give the 
inheritance to all who have been sanctified. 1 never desired anyone's silver, or gold. 
or clothing. You [of all people] know that it was my own hands that took care of 
my needs, and of my companions. In every way | have shown you thar [you] must 
strive to help τῆς weak, and remember the words of the Lord Jesus. He himself 
said, “Happiness consists in giving rather than receiving.” ’ 

Saying this, he fell to his knees, and prayed with all of them. There was much 
weeping on the pan of all, and chey fell on Paul's neck and embraced him. They 
were especially saddened by his remark chac they were destined to see his face no 
more. And they escorted him to che boar. 


There is much in this episode that is charactenstic of Paul: calking 
freely about himself as an example; his insistence on the centrality of 
the gospel ministry; his obsession with Jesus; his intense conviction 
about what is right. At the same time there ts much chat Luke 
regards as typical of the work of the Holy Spirit in general. Like 
Peter (9:36-41) and Jesus (Luke 7:11-17; 8:40-56)}, Paul brings 
someone back to life, for example. And there is the role of the Holy 
Spirit in appointing ‘overseers’ or ‘bishops’ to che Churches. There is 
the expectation that disciples will be persecuted and seduced from 
the faith. There is also the sadness that comes with the realisation 
that Paul is making his final farewell. He is on his way τὸ Jerusalem, 
where there is likely to be trouble; although, as we know, Jerusalem 
is not his final destination. He is quite cight, however, in saying chat 


he will not see the elders of Ephesus again. 


From Miletus to the Holy Land 


When we set sail and drew away from them, we steered a straight course to Cos, 
and the next day ro Rhodes, and from there to Patara. [There] we found a boat 
that was crossing over to Phoenicia; we went aboard and sailed away. We sighted 
Cyprus, and leaving it to port, we sailed for Syria, and came down co Tyre, since 
chat was where the vessel was unloading its freight. 

We searched for the disciples and stayed here a week. They told Paul through che 
Spirit not co embark for Jerusalem; bur when our time was up, we left on our 
journey. All of them, including the women and children, escorted us out of the 
city; and we fell on our knees at the shore, and prayed and parted from them; chen 
we went on board the boat, while they rercurned home. 

Meanwhile we conunued our voyage from Tyre, and reached Prolemais. [There] 
we grected che brethren, and spent a day with chem. The next day we departed and 
came to Caesarea. We enteted the house of the Gospeller Philip. He was one of the 
‘Seven’, and we stayed with him. He had four virgin daughters who spoke the word 
of God. We remained for [a few] more days; [then] someone came down from 
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Judaea, a prophet called Agabus. He came to us, took Paul's girdle, bound his own 
hands and feet, and said, ‘Thus says the Holy Spirit: “The man whose girdle this is, 
the Jews shall bind after this fashion in Jerusalem, and chey shall give him over into 
the hands of Gentiles.” ’ 

When we heard this, both we and the locals begged him not to go up to 
Jerusalem. Then Paul responded, ‘What are you doing, weeping and breaking my 
heart? For | am prepared not just to be arrested, but even to die on behalf of the 
Lord Jesus.’ Since he could not be persuaded, we all held our peace and said, “The 
Lord’s will be done.’ 


This important passage combines two Lucan themes. First, there ts 
the familiar cravel story {it is the chird ‘we’ passage), with plenty of 
place names, and an itinerary thar we can check against the map. 
Second, however, and chis is a part of the ‘Gospel of the Holy 
Spirit, there is ἃ note of impending doom. At Tyre Paul is warned 
(and should he have obeyed the Holy Spirit?) not to go up τὰ 
Jerusalem; then there is another tearful farewell. Then at Caesarea 
there is yet another prophetic warning, and Paul's companions 
endeavour to dissuade him. But, like Jesus in Luke's Gospel, he has 
to go on with the journey, ar all costs (see Luke 9:31, 51; 13:31-33), 
and no tears will dissuade him. His final remark sounds like Paul’s 
authentic voice (see, for example Philippians 1:21-26; 3:7-11). 
Agabus we have already met, making another correct prediction at 
11:28. 


Arrival in Jerusalem: a tense encounter with James 


After this, we made our preparations and were on our way up to Jerusalem. Some 
of the disciples from Caesarea came with us. They brought one Mnason, a Cypriot, 
a disciple of long standing, with whom we had been lodging. When we reached 
Jerusalem, the brechren welcomed us gladly. 

On the following day, Paul went in with us to James; and all the elders were 
there. He greeted chem, and explained in detail everything thac God had done among 
the Gentiles through his ministry. When they heard [it], rhey glorified God, and 
said co Paul, ‘Do you see, brother, how very many there are who have come to faith 
among the Jews? And they are all ardent observers of che Torah. They have been 
given information about you, that you were teaching rebellion against Moses, 
telling all che Jews in the Diaspora not to circumcise their children, and not τὸ 
follow our way of life. So what about it? They will certainly hear that you have 
arrived, Therefore do what we tell you. We have four men who have taken a vow. 
Take them along with you; get yourself purihed, and pay for chem to have their 
heads shaved. Then they'll all know that chere is nothing in the stories they've 
heard about you, and thar in fact you are still keeping the Torah. With regard τὸ 
the Gentiles who have come to faith, we have written, giving our verdict that they 
should avoid meat sacrificed to idols, and [mear char still has the] blaod, and [meat 
that was} strangled, and sexual misbehaviour.’ 

Then Paul took che men, on the very next day; he had himself purified with 
them, and he went into the Temple, giving notice that the days of purification were 
completed, until che sacrifice had been offered by each one of them. 
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We might have been expecting hreworks ar this meeting; it was 
clearly a tense and formal affair. Not only is Paul encountering 
James the brother of the Lord, but it is the ‘fiberal’ Gentile mission 
meeting the ‘conservative’ Jewish Christian tradition. In addition, 
both sides have their supporters present at the meeting; and we 
already know how prickly Paul can be. The threatened explosion 
does not materialise, however, and Paul acquiesces like a lamb τὸ 
their demands. He is made aware chat his own supporters are 
outnumbered; he will in any event have known how tense things 
were in Jerusalem at festival-time -- and this was just such an issue as 
to light che fuse. We have already seen how aware he is of the 
delicacy of the issues involved, as when he circumcised Timothy 
(16:3), the vow he took at Cenchreae (18:18), and his insistence, 
already mentioned, on keeping the Jewish feasts (20:6, 16; 27:9). Ar 
the same time, we must remember that Paul's insistence on the 
mussion to the Gentiles, and on tempering for them the Law's demands, 
did create enormous tensions among those first Christians, especially, 
it seems, in Jerusalem. On his side, of course, Paul will be glad τὸ 
have known that they implicitly acquit him of the charge of 
‘preaching rebellion against Mases’. He never did chat — see Romans 
9-11, for example. 


Trouble in the Temple 


When the seven days were almost up, the Jews from Asia spotted him in the 
Temple, and stirred up the crowd; and they laid hands on him and said, ‘Help! 
Israelites! This is che fellow who's teaching everyone everywhere against Israel and 
the Torah and this Temple. And now he’s brought Gentiles into the shrine and has 
defiled this holy place!’ The reason was that they had already seen Trophimus from 
Ephesus in the city with him; and chey thought thar Paul had brought him to the 
Holy Place. The whole ciry was aroused; the people rushed together, and they got 
hold of Paul and dragged him out of the Temple. And immediately the gates were 
closed. 


This is an important moment. The reader knows that the trouble- 
makers had misread the situation, or exploited it for cheir own 
purposes. Paul was not such a fool as to have defiled the Temple -- 
nor would he have thought of doing so. Now, for the last time, Luke 
leaves che Temple where he had set the opening and closing scenes 
of his Gospel (and many scenes in between), and the opening scene 
{and many subsequent scenes) of Acts. This is the end; the gospel, 
however, continues its charted course ‘to the end of the earth’. 


Paul rescued by Roman soldiers 


As they attempted to kill him, a report went up τὸ che tribune of the cohore that 
the whole of Jerusalem was in an uproar. He immediacely tock some soldiers and 
centurions, and came down on them at the double. They saw the uibune and the 
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soldiers, and stopped raining blows on Paul. Then the tribune approached, arrested 
him, and gave orders that he was to be bound in double chains. He asked who he 
was and what he had done. Different [people] in the crowd said different things; 
and because of the noise, he couldn't get at the faces. So he had him broughe co the 
barracks. But when Paul got to the steps, the soldiers, because of the force of the 
crowd, were actually carrying him. For the mob was-behind him, shouting, Away 
with him!’ 


Fer Luke, violence and unjustifiable arrest is to be expected for chose 
who preach the gospel of the Spirit. He may also have been glad τὸ 
point out to his Roman readers that it was imperial troops who had 
saved Paul from being lynched. 


Second account of Paul’s conversion; the belp of a friendly uribune 


215-270 As they were just about to enter the barracks, Paul said to the tribune ‘Is ir 
permissible to say something to you? He said, ‘Do you know Greek? Arent you 
the Egyptian who started a rebellion some time ago, and led the four thousand 
assassins out into the desert?’ Paul said, ‘I am ἃ Jew; bur I’m also an inhabitant of 
Tarsus in Cilicia — citizen of a city of some significance. | ask you, let me speak co 
the people.’ He let him, and Paul stood on the steps, and motioned with his hand 
to the people. A great silence descended, and he spoke to them in Aramaic: 


‘Brethren and fathers, listen now to my defence before you. When they realised chat 
he was talking to chem in Aramaic, their silence became more incense. He said, ‘T 
am a Jewish man, bom in Tarsus in Cilicia, but brought up here in Jerusaler, educated 
at the feet of Gamatliel, in accordance with the strictness of the Torah of our fore- 
fathers. 1 was just as fanatical for God as you people are coday. | persecuted this 
“Way” to death; I arrested and handed over both men and women, as the High 
Priesc and che entire Presbyterium can bear me witness. 1 had letters from them, 
and travelled co our brethren in Damascus, so as to bring the people who were 
there also in chains to be punished. However, as I was travelling, and getting near 
to Damascus, round about noon, suddenly a great blaze of light shone round me, 
and I fell to the ground, and heard a voice saying to me, “Saoul, Saoul, why are you 
persecuting me?” I answered, “Who are you, Lord?” He satd τὸ me, “I am Jesus the 
Nazarene, whom you are persecuting.” Those who were wich me saw the light; buc 
they did not hear the voice of the one who was speaking τὸ me. I said, “What shall 
I do, Lord?” The Lord said to me, “Arise, go to Damascus, and there you will be 
told about all the things that you have been ordered to do.” Since I could not see, 
because of the radiance of thar blaze of light, chose who were with me led me by 
the hand into Damascus. Ananias, a devout man, and an observer of the Torah, 
who is vouched for by all the Jews who live there, came to me, stood over me, and 
said, “Saoul, brother, receive your sight back.” And at that moment my sight came 
back [and 1 saw] him. He said, “The God of our forefathers has predestined you to 
know his will, and to see the Just One, and to hear a voice from his mouth, that 
you are co be a witness, to all people, of che things thar you have seen and heard. 
And now, why do you delay? Up — ger yourself baptised, and wash away your sins, 
calling on his name.” 

"When I rerurned to Jerusalem and was praying in the Temple, I fell into a 
trance, and I saw him saying to me, © Hurry — leave Jerusalern quickly, because they 
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will not listen to your testimony about me.” And [ said, “Lord, they know chat in 
all the synagogues I was commicting to prison and flogging those who believe you, 
and thac when the blood of Stephen (your witness} was poured out 1 myself was at 
hand, and approving, and looking after the clothes of those who killed him.” And 
he said to me, “Go -- because | am sending you a long way, out to the Gentiles.” ’ 
As they yelled and cast their garments and threw dust in the air, che tribune 
ordered him to be taken into the barracks, telling [chem] to examine him with 
whips, to And out on what grounds they were screaming out against him. However, 
as they stretched him out for che Hogging, Paul said to the centurion who was 
standing there, ‘Is it permissible for you to flog a Roman [citizen] who has not 
been condemned?’ When the centurion got the message. he went up to the ¢rihune 
and reported ro him, ‘What are you going to do? This man is a Roman [citizen]. 
The tribune came to Paul and said, ‘Tell me, are you a Roman [citizen]? 
He said, “Yes. The tribune replied, ‘I acquired this citizenship for a considerable 
sum of money.’ Paul said, ‘] was born [a citizen].’ So chose who had been about to 


examine him stood back; and che tribune was alarmed that he had had him bound. 


This is the second time that we have heard the story of Paul's 
encounter with Jesus. This time, however, it is piven a highly dramatic 
setting. Paul is allowed τὸ tell che story himself, as an angry crowd 
presses round him. The interaction is on two levels. Ac onc level, he 
is speaking Aramaic to fellow Jews and explaining why he has taken 
the road chat he has followed. Like the Paul we know from his 
letters (see, for example, Philippians 3:4-G), he is not afraid to list 
his qualifications. We may notice that in this version he emphasises 
Ananias's orthodoxy rather more than the narrator had in Chapter 
9, when the evenc was first reported, and that Paul is made τὸ talk of 
returning to Jerusalem and praying in the Temple. 

Ac another level, Paul’s interaction is with the Roman authorities, 
with whom Luke’s readers will have been more in sympathy chan 
with what they would have regarded as a fanatical mob. So he talks 
Greek to the tribune, and makes che centurion jump with the revelation 
that he is a Roman citizen. Now begins the final thread in the narrative, 
the one that will lead him to Rome, the ‘end of the carth’. 


Paul before the Sanhedrin 


22 °23° The nexc day, wanting to get at the facts of the Jewish accusation against 
him, he released [Paul], and ordered che high priests and the entire Sanhedrin into 
his presence. He brought Paul down and stood him [before] chem. 


Paul looked intently at the Sanhedrin and said, ‘Brothers, | have conducted my life 
with a clear conscience before God, down to this very day.’ 

The High Priest Ananias ordered the bystanders to strike him on the mouth. 
Then Paul said τὸ him, ‘God is going to strike you, you whitened wall: do you sit 
in judgement in accordance with the Torah, and [then], contrary to the Torah, 
order me to be hit?’ The bystanders said, ‘Do you revile God’s High Priest?’ Paul 
said, ‘Brothers, 1 had no idea thar it was a High Priest. You see, it is written, “You 


shall not speak badly of a leader of your people.” 
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This is a very odd incident; Paul can hardly have been tn ignorance 
of Ananias’s idencicy. Perhaps the point is simply that high priests 
should not behave in that way; but che Exodus citation does not sic 
well wich chat interpretation. Perhaps Paul ts the leader who is being 
‘spoken of badly’. 


The Lord is in charge: to Rome! 


Now Paul was aware that one part consisted of Sadducees, and the other part 
consisted of Pharisees, and so he cried out in the Sanhedrin, ‘Brethren, | am a 
Pharisee and a son of Pharisees; and 1 am on trial about the hope for che resurrecuon 
of che dead.” When he said this, there arose a difference of opinion between the 
Pharisees and the Sadducees, and the meeting was divided. For Sadducees say chat 
there is no resurrection, no angels, and no spirits, while Pharisees acknowledge the 
whole lor. There was a great clamour, and some of the scribes who were on the 
Pharisee side rose up and argued, ‘We find no evil in this man; perhaps a spirit or 
an angel has spoken to him?’ As the cemperacure of the discussion increased, the 
tribune was fearful chat Paul might be corn in pieces by them, and ordered the 
troops to go down and seize him, and carry him out of their midst and into the 
barracks. The next night, the Lord stood over him and said, ‘Have courage; as you 
bore witness co me in Jerusalem, so you must also do in Rome.’ 


Whatever happens, God ts in charge, and che ‘end of the earth’ comes 
nearer, even though ac present the witnessing 1s only in Jerusalem. 

Whar Paul says of himself in this speech is not unlike his boast in 
Philippians 3:5, “a Hebrew of Hebrew stock, a Pharisee as far as che 
Torah is concerned’. 


The plot against Paul 


When day came, the Jews called together a secret meeting. They bound themselves 
under a curse, thar they would fast from food and drink until they had lulled Paul. 
More chan forty of them had entered into chis conspiracy. They went to the High 
Priest and the elders and said, “We have put ourselves under an oath co taste nothing 
until] we have killed Paul. So now you people, along with the Sanhedrin, (must] 
make it clear τὸ the tribune thar he is to bring Paul down to you, because you are 
going to decide his case more precisely. Before he gets anywhere near, we'll be ready 
to do away with him.’ 

The son of Paul's sister heard abouc the ambush, and came and got into the 
barracks and reported to Paul. Paul summoned one of che centurtons and said, 
“Take chis young man to the cribune, for he has something to report to him.’ So he 
took him, and led him to the tribune and says, “The prisoner Paul summoned me, 
and asked me to bring this young man to you, because he has something co say to 
you. The rribune took him by the hand, and going aside with him in private, 
asked, “Whar is it that you have to report to me?’ He told him, ‘The Jews have 
agreed to ask you to take Paul down τὸ the Sanhedrin tomorrow, because it is going 
to decide his case more precisely. But don't do what they say — more than forty of 
them are going to ambush him. They have bound themselves by an oath not to eat 
or drink until they have done away with him -- and now they're waiting for a 
promise from you.” 
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So the tnbune let che young man go, and said, ‘Don't tell anyone that you've 
revealed this to me.’ He summoned rwo of the centurions and said, ‘Prepare rwo 
hundred soldiers, to travel to Caesarea, and seventy cavalry and ewo hundred 
lightly armed troops, any time after che third watch of che night.” [He told them] 
to produce animals to give Paul a mount and bring him safely to Felix the 
procurator, He wrote a lecter, and chis was its content: 


Claudius Lysias to che Most Excellent Procurator Felix, Greetings. 


I came upon this man when the Jews had arrested him, and he was on the 
poinc of being killed by chem. I rescued him when | discovered that he was 
a Roman citizen. | wanted to know what they were accusing him of, and so 
I took him down τὸ their sanhedrin. | discovered chat he was indicted on 
some questions of theic Torah; bur there was no charge [against him] thar 
deserved death or imprisonment. Then I got information chat there was 
going τὸ be a plot against him, and | immediately sent him to you. And I 
have also ordered his accusers to put their case against him in your 
presence. 


So the soldiers took Paul, in accordance with their orders, and brought him by 
night co Antipatris, The nexe day they let che cavalry go on wich him, while chev 
returned to barracks. The cavalry entered Caesarea, gave the letter to che procurator, 
and handed over Paul as well. He read the letter, and asked what province he was 
from. When he discovered that Paul was from Cilicia, he said, ‘I shall give you a 
hearing when your accusers arnve.’” He ordered him to be kept in Herod's 
practorium. 


There is a touch of James Bond abour che story now, narrow 
escapes, and the bartlelines clearly drawn: Paul's (mortal) enemies are 
his Jewish opponents, and it is Romans, aided by informers from his 
kinsfolk, who come to his rescue, in, it must be said, absurdly large 
quantities. The escort provided would look extravagant if they were 
protecting the Emperor! We notice {not for the first time) thac Paul 
is very much in charge, giving orders co a passing centurion about 
what do to with his nephew. It is, no doubt. a cribute to Roman 
military discipline chat these orders are faithfully carried our. 

The story of the projected ‘ambush’ is told three times, like the 
stories of Paul’s and Peter's conversions, so Luke obviously regards it 
as being of some importance. 

Interestingly, che cribune's letter to Felix has the right ‘feel’ abour 
it; and if it was not the actual lerer, it was certainly the kind of 
thing that such an officer might have written to his political boss. 

There is an echo here of Lutke’s version of Jesus’ passion when the 
procuracor finds out what province of τῆς empire Paul comes from, 
and in consequence decides to postpone his hearing; Pilace did 
something of the same at Luke 23:6-12. 


The case against Paul -- who is stuck in prison for two years! 

241-27 Five days later, the High Priest Ananias came down with some elders, and a 
barrister [called] Tertullus. They informed the procurator of [the charges] againse 
Paul. Paul was summoned, and Ternallus began che speech for che prosecution: 
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‘Most Excellent Felix, thanks to you we have experienced great peace; many 
improvements have come about for this mation, thanks to your foresight, as 
everywhere in every way we acknowledge with great gratitude. However, not to 
delay you any further, I beg you τὸ listen briefly to us, with your [customary] 
graciousness. The fact is, we ftnd this man to be a pest; he causes dissension among 
all the Jews throughout the world, and ts a ringleader of the sect of the Nazarenes. 
He tried to desecrate the Temple, and we arrested him. You can interrogate him 
yourself about all chese things and ascertain the grounds of our accusations.’ 

The Jews also joined in che accusation, and alleged chat it was so. 

When the procurator gave him the nod to speak, Paul responded, 1 know that 
for many years you have been judge for chis nation; and so [ cheerfully make my 
defence. You can ascertain that it is no more than twelve days since I came up to 
Jerusalem, with che intention of worshipping [there]. And they did not ftnd me in 
the Temple disputing wich anyone, or collecting a crowd; nor [was there anything 
of chat sort] in the synagogues or anywhere in the city. And they cannot prove any 
of the accusations that they now level against me. However, 1 [will] admit chis 
[much] to you: it is in accordance with this Way, which they call a “sece”, thar | 
worship our ancestral God. I believe everything chat ts written according to the 
Torah and in the prophets. My hope is in God, and these people themselves 
entertain the same hope, that there will be a resurrection of the jusc and the unjust 
alike. Therefore 1 do my best to have a clear conscience towards God and towards 
human beings in every respecc. After several years 1 arrived, to provide alms and 
offerings to my nation, In the middle of this they found me in the Temple, after I 
had been purifted. There was no crowd, and no uproar; but there were some Jews 
from Asia, and [it is they] who should appear before you and make accusations, if 
they had anything against me. Or let these people themselves say what crime they 
discovered when I was up betore the Sanhedrin. Or was it this single expression 
that 1 uttered when I stood among them, chat “I am on trial before you today on 
the issue of the resurrection of the dead”?’ 

Felix adjourned them, being well informed on the subject of the Way. He said, 
“When Tribune Lysias cames down, 1 shall decide your case.’ He instructed the 
centurion that [Paul] was to be kept in custody, and chat he was to have some 
freedom; the centurion was not to prevent his own people from looking after him. 

Some days later, Felix arrived with his wife Drusilla, who was Jewish. Felix sent 
for Paul, and listened to him on the subject of faith in Messiah Jesus. As he talked 
about righteousness and self-control and the judgement to come, Felix became 
alarmed, and responded, ‘For the time being, go. If 1 get a chance, | shall send for 
you. Ac the same time he hoped chat Paul would give him money. For chat reason 
he senc for him quice frequently, and chatted with him. When cwo years were up, 
Felix got Porcius Festus as his successor; and wanting to do the Jews a favour, Felix 
left Paul in custody. 


We are perhaps to make a contrast here, berween the odious (and 
entirely probable) sycophancy of the barrister Tertullus, and Paul's 
honesty and integrity. Once again, Luke purs the blame on Paul’s 
Jewish opponents, though Felix (‘a mere freedman’, they might have 
muttered, dismissively, since Felix was a former slave, who had been 
set free by che Emperor Claudius) does not escape unscached; he 
wants money, and for political reasons is happy to leave Paul in 
prison for two years, though he knows chat he does not deserve it. 


303 


ACTS OF THE APOSTLES 25 


The appearance before Porcius Festus, and before Herod Agrippa 
and Bernice 


25." Three days after Festus had taken up his governorship, he went up to Jerusalem 
from Caesarea, and the high priests and leading Jews brought up the case against 
Paul, and begged him, asking for a favour (against Paul), to send for him to Jerusalem. 
They were going to set an ambush and kill him on the way. So Festus ceplied that 
Paul was in custody in Caesarea, while he himself was on the point of departing 
shortly. He said, ‘So the influential people among you should come down with 
[me]; and if there is anything wrong about the fellow, let them accuse him,” 

He spent no more than eight or ten days among them, and went back to Caesarea. 
The next day he was in session at the tribunal, and ordered Paul to be brought. 
When he arrived, che Jews who had come down from Jerusalem stood around him. 
They brought several serious charges [against him], which they were unable ta 
subsranriate, while Paul in his own defence said, ‘I have not sinned against the Law 
of the Jews, nor against the Temple, nor against Cacsar, in any respect. 

However, Festus, wishing to curry favour with the Jews, replied tu Paul, ‘Do vou 
want to go up to Jerusalem, to be judged in my court on these matters?’ Paul said, 
‘T am standing at Caesar's tribunal, and that is where I must he cried. 1 have done 
no wrong to the Jews, as you yourself know perfectly well. So if] am in the wrong, 
and have done something worthy of capital punishment, | am not crying to talk 
my way out of a death sentence. If, however, there is nothing in what they accuse 
me of, no one can throw me to them as a gift. I appeal to Caesar, 

Then Festus, having talked with his Council, replied, “You have appealed to 
Caesar; to Caesar you shall go.’ 

Some days went by, and King Agrippa and Bernice arrived in Caesarea. When 
they had spent a number of days there, Festus brought up Paul's case. He said, 
‘There is a man who was left behind as a prisoner by Felix. When 1 arrived in 
Jerusalem, the high priests and the elders of the Jews told me about him, asking tor 
a verdict against him. | told chem that it is not [the] Roman custom τὸ give a man 
over, with no questions asked, until the accused has been faced with his accusers 
and has had an opportuniry for a defence against the indictment. So they came 
here; | made no delay, but immediately went into session, and had the man 
broughe. They stood round him, but brought no charge of the crimes char 1 had 
been imagining, just certain questions about their own religion, and abour onc 
Jesus, a dead man, whom Paul alleged was alive. 1 was at a loss over the investigation 
of these things, and said [that] if he wanted he was τὸ go to Jerusalem and there be 
tried on these matters. But when Paul appealed τὸ be kept in custody, for 
Augustus decision, | ordered him to be imprisoned until [| should send him τὸ 
Caesar.’ 

Agrippa said to Festus, ‘I should like to hear the fellow.’ “Tomorrow, he said, 
‘you shall hear him.’ 

So the next day, Agrippa and Bernice came in full state, and entered the 
auditorium, along with tabunes and with the most prominent men of the ciry. At 
Festus'’s command, Paul was broughr [in]. Fescus said, ‘King Agrippa, and all you 
men who are here with us, you see this man. The whole crowd of the Jews appealed 
to me, both in Jerusalem and here, shoucing that he ought not co live any longer. I 
realised that he had done nothing that was worthy of death; bue when he appealed 
to Augustus, I decided to send him. | have nothing definite to write to the sovereign 
about him, so 1 produce him before you all, and especially you, King Agrippa, so 
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that after a hearing, | may have something to put on paper. For it seems absurd to 
me to send a prisoner and not communicate the charges against him.’ 


The reader notices the similarities with Luke's account of Jesus’ 
passion: a baying crowd of Jewish leaders is looking to kill someone 
who does nor deserve it, and we have a weak and self-serving 
Roman official (we already know thac Fescus’s speech to Agrippa is 
self-exculpating mendacicy). And all che time, as rhroughouc this 
book, the Holy Spirit is ac work. Rome is now the destination (so 
there can be no question of a return to Jerusalem), the ‘end of the 
earth’ foreshadowed in the very first chapter of the work. [τ is no 
accident, therefore, that when Festus says, to Caesar you shall go, 
he uses Luke's favourite ‘journeying word. 

This Agrippa is Herod Agrippa II, son of the one whom we earlier 
heard about, when he died in thac unfortunate way (1 2:20-23), and 
therefore great-grandson of Herod che Great. 


Paul’s defence before Herod Agrippa: third account of his meeting 
with Jesus 


Agrippa said to Paul, ‘You have permission co speak about yourself.’ Then Paul 
stretched our his hand and made his defence. 

“With regard τὸ all the matters of which I am accused by the Jews, King Agrippa, 
I think myself lucky that ] am going τὸ make my defence before you today, especially 
since you are an expert in all che customs and issues among Jews. So ] implore you 
co listen patiently. 

‘All the Jews know [about] my way of life thar 1 have followed since my youth, 
from the very beginning, amongst my people and in Jerusalem; for they know me 
from time past from the beginning, if they are willing τὸ give evidence; because | 
lived according to the strictest schoo! of our religion, as a Pharisee. And now | 
scand trial on the hope of the promise that came to our ancestors from God, the 
hope which our twelve tribes haope to attain to, as they persevere in their worship 
day and night: this is the hope for which I am accused, Your Majesty. Why do you 
people regard it as incredible that God raises the dead? 

‘Now | myself thought it incumbent on me to do lots of things in opposition to 
the name of Jesus the Nazarene. That is what I did in Jerusalem; and I locked many 
of the saints in prison; I had authoricy from the high priests -- and 1 cast my vote 
against them when they were killed. In all the synagogues 1 punished chem 
frequently — I tried τὸ force them to speak against God; my fury knew no bounds, 
and Ϊ persecuted them even in cities outside this land [of Israel]. 

‘In the middle of all chis, 1 was journeying to Damascus, with authoricy and full 
power from the high priests. And about noon, Your Majesty, I saw a light from 
heaven shining, round me and chose who journeyed with me, brighter chan the 
sun. AJ] of us fell to the ground, and I heard a voice speaking to me in Aramaic: 
“Saoul, Saoul, why are you persecuting me? Ic is hard for you to kick against che 
goad.” | said, “Who are you, Lord?” And the Lord said, “1 am Jesus, whom you are 
persecuting, Now -- up you get, and stand on your feet. This is why I have appeared 
tO you, CO appoinc you a servant and witness of what you have seen, and how | 
shall appear to you. I have rescued you from the people of Israel, and from the 
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Genules, to whom I send you to open their eyes, τὸ turn them from darkness τὸ 
light, and from the power of Satan to Gad, so that they may receive forgiveness of 
sins, and a place among those who are made holy by faich in me.” 

“This being the case, King Agrippa, I did not disobey this heavenly vision. bur, 
first to those in Damascus, then in Jerusalem, and the whole region of Judaea | 
preached thar they should repent and turn co God, by doing deeds appropriate for 
repentance, Because of this, some Jews arrested me in the temple and tried to 
murder me. So 1 have had help from God, down to the present day, and stand 
giving witness co small and great; I say nothing other than what the prophets and 
Moses said was destined to happen, that the Messiah was liable to suffer, chat as the 
first to rise from the dead he would proclaim tight, both to Israel and to the 
Gentiles.’ 

When he had made this speech for the defence, Festus said in a loud voice, 
‘You're mad, Paul: [too] much education is turning you to madness.” Paul said, ‘I'm 
not mad, Mose Excellent Festus; no - | am uttering words of sober truth. The king, 
before whom | speak fearlessly, knows about chese things — for I cannot persuade 
myself that any of this has escaped his attention. For rhis was not done in a corner. 
King Agrippa, do you believe the prophets? I know that you do.’ Agrippa said to 
Paul, ‘Soon you [will] persuade me to become a Christian!’ Paul said, ‘Would to 
God that sooner or later, not only you, bu also all those who hear me today will 
become as I am, apart from these chains.’ 

The king arose, as did che procurator and Bernice, and all those who sac with 
them. As they withdrew, they started speaking to each other, saying, ‘This man is 
doing nothing that deserves death or imprisonment.’ Agrippa said to Festus, ‘This 
fellow could have been freed if he had not appealed to Caesar.’ 


This is a highly dramatic, and quite personal, confrontation. [τ 
contains the third account of Paul's encounter with Jesus. Ic also 
establishes for che ceader Paul's complete innocence of the charges, 
while at the same time setting him irrevocably on che final journey 
to Rome. There is a personal ‘electricity’ berween Paul and King 
Agrippa, which takes us rather by surprise, both at che beginning, 
where he refers to Agrippa’s knowledge of Judaism, and at che end, 
where Agrippa does not join in Festus’s abuse of Paul, bur seems 
almost on the verge of succumbing to his eloquence. There is a real 
passion in Paul's final remarks, which sounds very much like the 
Paul whom we know from his letters. 


The excitements of the journcy to Rome; landfall at Malta 


27 '-4 When it was decided thar we should sail to Italy, chey handed over Paul and some 
other prisoners to a centurion called Julius, of che Augustan cohon. We boarded a 
boat thar belonged to Adramyttium, whose sailing-plan included various places 
down the coast of Asia, and sect off. Ariscarchus was with us, a Macedonian from 
Thessalonica. The next day we called ac Sidon. Julius deale kindly with Paul, and 
allowed him to go to his friends and get some attention from them. From there we 
put out to sca and sailed under the lee of Cyprus because the winds were contrary: 
we sailed across the open sea along Cilicia and Pamphylia, and came down to Myra 
in Lycia. There the centurion found an Alexandrian vessel chat was sailing τὸ Italy, 


306 


ACTS OF THE APOSTLES 27 


and he put us on board. For some days we sailed slowly, and barely made it to 
Cnidos. Since the wind was against us, we sailed under the lee of Crete, off Salmone. 
We barely coasted past it, and came to a place called ‘Lovely Harbours’; the city of 
Lasaea was nearby. 

A considerable time had elapsed, and sailing was already dangerous, because the 
Day of Atonement had come and gone. Paul therefore gave them some advice: 
‘Men — | see thar the journey is going to involve damage, and much loss, not just 
of the cargo and the vessel, but also of our own lives.’ The centurion, however, 
followed the advice of the steersman and the captain, rather chan what Paul said. 
Since the harbour was not suitable for wintering in, the majority decided to sail 
from there, to see if they could get to Phoenix for che winter. Phoenix is a harbour 
in Crete that faces the south-west and north-west winds. 

When a moderate south wind began to blow, they thought they had secured 
their objective. So they sailed along closer to Crete. Quite soon, though, the 
hurricane called Euraquilo core down on Crete. [τ seized the boar, which could not 
sail into the teeth of the gale; so we gave in, and were carried before it. We ran 
under the lee of an island called C[l]auda, and were only just able to get the ships 
dinghy under control. They used cables and undergirded che ship. Now they were 
afraid of running aground on the Syrtis, so they lowered the floating anchor, and 
simply drifted. The next day, because we were being violencly battered by storms, 
they jettisoned [the cargo]. The day after that, they threw the tackle overboard 
with their own hands. For several more days we saw neither sun nor stars, and a 
violent storm raged. From now on, all hope of being rescued was gradually abandoned. 
No one was eating very much ar che ume, and Paul stood up among them and 
said, “You should have followed my advice not to sail from Crete, and spared 
(yourselves] this damage and loss. Now 1 recommend you to keep up your courage. 
For none of your lives will be lost; all you will lose is che boat. This very night, you 
see, a messenger of the God to whom | belong, the God I worship, stood by me. 
The messenger said, “Do not be afraid, Paul. It is dnewttable thac you will stand 
before Caesar; and behold! God has granted you as a gift [the lives of] all those 
who are sailing with you.” 

‘So be of good spirics, men. For | crust God: it will be just as it was uttered to 
me. We shall certainly nin aground on some small island.’ 

When the fourteenth night arrived, and we were still drifring around in che 
Adriatic, about the middle of the night, the sailors suspected chat fand was close by. 
They rook soundings, and found twenty fathoms; after they had sailed a short 
distance further they took soundings again, and found fifteen fathoms. Fearful that 
we would run aground on some rocky areas, they let down four anchors from the 
stern, and prayed for daybreak to come. Then the sailors tried to escape from the 
boat; they let che ships dinghy down inro the sea, pretending that they were going 
to lay ouc anchors ftom the prow. So Paul told the centurion and the soldiers, ‘If 
these people don't stay on board, you can't be saved.’ So the soldiers cut the 
dinghy’'s ropes, and let it drift away. 

Until just before daybreak, Paul kept encouraging afl of them to take food, 
saying, Today is the fourteenth day that you have been wating, and still you are 
hungry and taking nothing. So I am encouraging you to take food. This is required 
for your preservation — for none of you will lose a hair of your heads.’ 

Saying this, he took bread and gave thanks to God before all of them, broke it, 
and began to eat. They all cheered up, and took some food. (In al] we were 276 
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souls on the boat.) When they had eaten their fill, they lightened the ship by 
throwing the wheat-grain into the sea. 

When day broke, they did not recognise the land, but they noticed a bay with a 
good beach, and they planned to run che vessel on to [this] beach, if they could. 
They slipped the anchors all round, and let them fall into the sea. Ac che same time 
they loosened the couplings chat held the rudders, hoisted the foresail τὸ the wind, 
and steered for the beach. They struck a reef, and ran the ship aground. The prow 
was stuck fast and remained immovable, while the force of the waves was breaking 
up the stern. 

The soldiers decided to kill the prisoners; otherwise someone might swim off 
and escape. However, the centurion wanted to save Paul, and stopped chem from doing 
what they intended. He ordered those who could swim co lead the way and jump 
overboard, then ger to land; the rest were to go, some on planks, and some on bits 
and pieces of wreckage from the ship. So it was that everyone got safely to land, 


This pan of the fourth ‘we’ passage is a breathless adventure story. 
For Luke's purposes, three themes come usefully together here: chere 
is the excitement, which he maintains with considerable skill, the 
first person narrative giving us the feeling chat we are actually there. 
Second, there ts che character of Paul. Notice his steadfast courage. 
and his certainty about what is going ro happen (‘the journey is 
going to invelve damage . . . You should have followed my advice . .. 
If [che sailors] don’t stay on board, you cant be saved’). Like Jesus, 
in Luke 5:1-11, Paul's supernatural knowledge defeats che expertise 
of professionals. He is only a prisoner; but it is he who ts giving the 
orders round here (and it sounds, we note, just like the Paul whom 
we know from his letters!). Third, as che boat drifts helplessly in chis 
Mediterranean storm, the reader, while wondering how they are 
going to get our of it, is nevertheless confidenc that they will do so. 
The reason is chat again and again we have been told chat Paul will 
get to Rome, the ‘end of the earth’. Notice Paul's divinely inspired 
confidence that it is ‘inevitable’ that he wil] stand before Caesar. For 
Luke, the Holy Spirit is in charge, and τῆς Spirit cannot be chwamed 
by anything, whether accident or human malice. It is a bit like the 
storms in Homer: we always know that Odysseus will get home to 
Ithaca. 


Excitement in Malta: Paul and a snake 


28 °° When we had gor safely through, we found out that the island was called Malea. 
The natives (they were not Greek-speakers) showed unusual kindness. They lit a 
fire, and welcomed all of us, because of the rain chat had come on, and because of 
the cold. 

As Paul was gathering a heap of brushwood and putting it on the fire, a viper, 
driven out by the heat, came out and fastened on his hand. When the natives saw 
the snake hanging from his hand, they said to each other, “This man is definitely a 
murderer; he was rescued from the sea, but justice has not permiced him to survive. 
Paul shook the snake off into che fire, and suffered no harm. They waited for him 
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to swell up, or suddenly fall down dead; but they looked and waited for a long 
time, and nothing untoward happened, so they changed their minds and said he 
was a god. 

In the neighbourhood of chat place, there was a property belonging to the chief 
official of the island, a man named Publius. He welcomed us, and for three days 
entertained us very kindly as his guests. Now Publius'’s father was sick, suffering 
from fever and dysentery. Paul went to him, prayed, and laid his hands on him and 
healed him. When this happened, everyone else on the island who had diseases 
approached [him] and were cured. They showed us great honour, and when we 
were going away they gave us all that we needed. 


As the story moves τὸ ics end, the adventures are still not over. We 
see Paul through the eyes of the Maltese, first as a murderer, then as 
a god; and we know thar neither ts the case. Luke allows a touch of 
comedy here, perhaps even a patrician sneer, to enter into his portrayal 
of them. As always, it is che figure of Paul that catches the eye. 
Vipers have no terror for him; the sick are cured, just as effortlessly 
as Jesus used to cure them (see Luke 4:38, 39 for a parallel τὸ Publius’s 
father). And there is absolutely no sign at ali chat he is a prisoner. 


Finally the story reaches Rome 


After three months, we set sail in a boat thac had wincered on the island. It was 
Alexandrian, and had Castor and Pollux as its hgurehead. We pur in at Syracuse, 
and stayed [there] for three days. We cast off from there and reached Rhegium. A 
day later, the south wind came up, and on the second day we came to Pureoll. 
There we found some fellow Christians; they begged us to stay for a week. And so 
we came to Rome. 


So the journey is over; but for Luke the journey is never over, 
because the Holy Spirit is running it. The narrative has still a way to 
go; but at least the seasickness and the attendant storms are behind 
us, and we are among Christians for the firse time since Paul left 
Jamess house, back in Chapter 21. 


Paul’s discussions with the Jewish community in Rome 


The brethren from Rome had heard all about us, and they came our to meet us, as 
far as Forum Appii and Tres Tabernae. Paul saw them, and gave thanks to God, 
and took courage. 

When we entered Rome, Paul was permitted to live on his own, with the soldier 
who was guarding him. 

After three days, he called together the most prominent among the Jewish 
community. When they gathered, he said to chem, ‘Brethren, although I for my 
part have done nothing against the people [of Israel], or against our ancestral 
customs, I was handed over [by those in Jerusalem] as a prisoner, and put in the 
hands of the Romans. They examined me, and wanted co set me free, because there 
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was no capical offence in me. But because the Jews opposed this, | was compelled 
to appeal to Caesar, noc char I had any accusation τὸ make against my nation. For 
this reason, I requested you to [come and] see me and talk to me, because it is for 
the sake of the hope of Israel that | am wearing this chain.’ They said to him. “We 
have nor received any letters about you from Judaea; nor has any of the brethren 
come and reported or spoken anything evil about you. We desire ro hear from you 
what you think. For what we know abour this sect [of yours] is that it is 
contradicted everywhere. They agreed a date with him, and came to him in his 
lodgings, in large numbers. He expounded to them and bore witness τὸ the 
kingdom of God. He tned to persuade them about Jesus from the Torah of Mases, 
and from the prophets. Some believed his words; but others refused τὸ trust him. 
They were ac variance with each other, and they broke up. Paul uttered a single 
remark: ‘The Holy Spirit spoke accurately to poser ancestors, saying: 


“Go to this people and say: 
Heanng you will hear and not understand. 
Seeing you will see, and not look. 

For the heart of this people has grown grass. 
Wich cheir ears they hear with difficuley, 
and they have shuc their eyes, 
lest chey should see with cheir eyes 
and understand with cheir heart, 
and turn back and I should heal them.” 


‘So let it be known to you that tt is to che Gemeiles thar this saving power of God 
has been sent. They will listen.’ 


This is an tmportant moment. The reader has completed the journey 
to the ‘end of the earth’, and Paul follows τῆς familiar pattern, of 
speaking first to his fellow Jews. In this case they do not precisely 
reject the message, but are divided about it, and are given the 
quoration from Isaiah 6:9, 10 to medirate upon, which Marthew 
has already used in his Gospel (Macthew 13:14) in a similar way, In 
this setting it seems a bit harsh, but from Luke's poinc of view che 
gospel has now arnved at its destiny, and that means, as Paul 
indicates in his final flourish, chat ic, the ‘saving power’, demands to 
be heard instantly. It is worth pointing out that che word thar | have 
transtated as ‘saving power appears elsewhere in the whole of Luke- 
Acts only at Luke 2:30 (where Simeon uses it in reference to Jesus) 
and 3:6 (where Isaiah is quoted, τὸ explain the significance of John 
the Baptist). It is this opening of the ‘saving power τὸ the wider 
world that engages Luke's attention, not the rejection of Judaism. 

The point for Luke is, as always, nothing else than the work of 
the Holy Spine. That is why the Isaiah quotation is referred 
specifically to che Spirit; chat is why Paul needs the courage that he 
gains from che brethren who came out from Rome τὸ meet him. 
The Spirit is free, and, although we hear of a soldier guarding him, 
so is Paul; he ws free, for crample, to summon the Jewish leaders, 
and address chem with authority. We notice, too, how Paul has 
grown in independence and fearlessness in the course of the 
narrative. Thar is whae che Holy Spirit does for a disciple. 
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Journey's end 


He remained for nwo whole years at his own expense, and received all those 
who journeyed to him. He proclaimed the kingdom of God to them, and taught 
everything abour the Lord Jesus Christ, in all freedom, and without hindrance. 


This is a remarkable ending to che rwo-volume work. It ends, at ‘the 
end of the earth’, and an apostle (not one of che original Twelve) is 
witnessing co Jesus; Luke's final rwo phrases insist that nothing is 
preventing — nothing can prevent — the preaching. There is not a 
hint here of Paul’s eventual martyrdom, which Christian tradition 
remembers, and of which presumably Luke's readers were well aware. 
The gospel’s journey has ended, and instead, would-be disciples now 
journey to Paul. Luke does not encourage us to contemplate the 
fact, but Paul has at this stage been a prisoner for something over 
four years. Nevertheless, he has ‘made iv’. 

The gospel's journey, one of ‘fire and mighty wind’, never ends. 
The Western world is for τῆς moment apparently indifferent to che 
promptings of the Spirit, but there are many places in the world 
where the wind and fire receive an enthusiastic welcome. 
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Introduction 


Romans is Paul's longest and most influential letter. It is also very hard going, and 
the translator faces a formidably difficult cask. A single phrase in Romans 5:12, for 
example, may have as many as eleven different meanings, and the jury is still out 
on which of them best suits che conrext. Since, however, the aim of this cranslation 
is to persuade the reader ‘back to the cext, the measure of its success will be 
whether you are inclined to stop and ask: whar is Paul saying to me, here and 
today? And behind what Paul may be saying (for he would have been very 
surprised to learn that we should still be reading his letters so many centuries later) 
is a Further question: what is God saying? Or: what does al] chis have to do with the 
meaning of my life? 

Some of the commentary sections are longer chan I should wish. This is partly 
because of the difficulty of this epistle; you can ignore them if they do not help your 
reading. 

since the Old Testament is so important to the argument, I have given Paul's 
quotations frorn it in footnotes. Consult them if you think it will shed light on the 
argument. 

At umes, 1 have co say, I have despaired of making Romans intelligible to a 
modern reader who has not much acquaintance with the Christian tradition; but if 
you persevere, you will find chis letter, chough frustrating in places, enormously 
worth reading. Whar he has to say is worth saying, and needs to be heard coday. It 
is our task to find language for it chat makes some sense to those around us. 
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Introduction 


Paul, a slave of Jesus Christ, called as an apostle set apart for the gospel of God, 
which [God] promised earlier through his prophets in the holy scriptures, about 
[God's] Son who came from the seed of David according τὸ the flesh, who was 
marked out as Son of God, in power according to the Holy Spirit, as a consequence 
of the Resurrection [from che] dead, Jesus Christ our Lord, through whom we have 
received grace and a mission for faithful obedience among all the Gentiles for the 
sake of his name. Among those Gentiles you too are called [to belong to] Jesus 
Christ — to all those who are in Rome, beloved of God, called [to be] saints, grace 
to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ. 


This opening τὸ Paul's most difficult and most majestic epistle (and 
it feels more like an episele than a letter, more a formal treatise than 
a scribbled note) is astonishingly dense. In Greek it is a single sentence. 
In certain moods, ] imagine Paul roaring out his dictation of the letter, 
back in Corinth, with poor Tertius, his secretary for the occasion, 
struggling to kecp up. In other moods, Romans reads like a very 
carefully planned document. As the letter continues we shall be 
looking for clues as to why he wrote it. For the moment, just get the 
feel of it. 

The secret of the whole letter, and of the whole of Paul's Christian 
life, is in the opening four words (in Greek; they have to be six in 
English). There are, however, one or rwo other words and phrases 
that we need to keep an cye on: 


‘called . . . set apart’: the mission is something thrust upon Paul, 
not something he has chosen for himself; 


* 


‘an apostle’: this is an enormously important title for Paul. If ever 
you want to annoy him, just tell him chat he is not a real apostle, 
because he persecuted che Church, and because he did not know 
Jesus in che days of his ministry; 

‘the gospel of God’: this is a very important phrase tn Paul in 
general, and in Romans in particular. As you read chrough τῆς 
document, try to build up your own understanding of the 
content of this gospel; 


‘promised earlier through his prophets in the holy scripeures: 
central to Paul's theology (and it runs through the whole New 
Testament) is the certainry that the same God is at work in the 
Hebrew scriptures, in the life of Jesus, and in the Church's 
miussion; 

‘God's Son’: Paul traces this a) through descent from David, and 
Ὁ} through whac happened at the Resurrection. It is an important 
idea for Paul — try, as you read, to see what it means for him; 
‘according to the flesh . . . according to the Holy Spirit (or. spirit 
of holiness]’: this is the first mention of a contrast that will be 


important for the argument of Romans; 


‘in power’: another important idea for Paul. In his view, che 


message about Jesus makes a difference that you can feel; 
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"Resurrection from/of che dead’: for Paul, there is no gospel without 


Resurrection; 


‘Jesus Christ our Lord’: do not even try τὸ count the number of 
times you will encounter chis phrase in Paul. It is important τὸ 
him, as naming the one he loves. Unlike the evangelists, Paul uses 
‘Christ’ as a name, noc a title, Calling him Lord means three 
things: First, Paul refers everything to Jesus and offers him 
unshakable allegiance. Second, he is using here ‘Lord’ language of 
Jesus, which until his life changed so dramatically he would have 
used only of God. Third, the word ‘Lord’ is a title thar Roman 
emperors were now allowing to be used of themselves. A clash was 
inevitable; 


‘grace and [apostolic] mission’: we ler these words go by almost 
without noticing; but they are of immense importance for Paul. 
‘Grace’ means God's unconditional love for us, which ts absolutely 
at the heart of his argument, and of Paul's dramatic change of life. 
‘Apostolic mission’ is a consequence of what happened to him -- 
his astonished discovery that God wanted him to tell non-Jews 
about this ‘unconditional love’ that God had shown in Jesus; 


‘faithful obedience’: this densely packed phrase includes ‘obedience 
whuch consists in faith, ‘obedience into faith’, and ‘obedience which 
springs from faith’. Don’t try so much to understand as to 
EXPerience It; 

‘Among those Gentiles you too are called’: the unconditional love 
is even on offer co non-Jews! And Paul delicately reminds the 
Roman Church that some of chem (perhaps most of them) are in 
fact non-Jews; 


‘beloved of God, called to be saints’: this is not something that che 
Romans have achieved for themselves: 


‘grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus 
Christ’: a phrase of profound theological weight. It starts off 
looking like a regular formaliry of Greek correspondence — but 
there is nothing merely formal about God's unconditional love, 
nor about the ‘peace which only comes with God's gift of justice. 
As you read the letter, and the rest of Paul, you need to make up 
your mind about how Paul sees che relationship berween “God 
our Father’ and ‘the Lord Jesus Christ’. Here it seems that he holds 
them very nearly equal. 


Chapters 1-4: First Main Section — 

The Human Plight and God's Response 

Thanksgiving (or diplomatic tiptoeing?) 

First of all, ] chank my God through Jesus Christ with regard to all of you; because 


your faich ts proclaimed in the whole world. For God is my witness (God whom I 
worship in my spirit and in the gospel of his Son) that unceasingly I make mention 
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of you all che ame in my prayers, begging chat somehow, some time, at last [ shall 
succeed in coming to you, by God's will. For I long co see you, in order that | 
might impart some spiritual gift to you, for you co be strengthened; [by] rhis 
Means to receive some comfort with you, through our shared faith, yours and 
mine. I do nor want you to be unaware, my fellow Christians, that I frequently 
intended to come to you — and up to this point J have been prevented -- so that | 
might bear some fruit among you as among the rest of the Gentiles. ] am under an 
obligation to Greeks and non-Greeks, τὸ wise people and to fools -- hence my 
eagerness τὸ preach the gospel to you in Rome as well. 


The thanksgiving is almost always a part of a letter from Paul, buc 
look closely at che texe here, and you will see thar ic is slightly 
perfunctory. What Paul is chiefly aiming to do, it seems, is τὸ win 
them over. The Jerusalem Church and the Roman Church had links, 
so they will have heard about che fluttering in the dovecotes chat 
had been caused by Paul's rather strong language in Galatians 
(despite its position in the New Testament, Romans was written 
aftec Galatians, and partly in an attempt to undo the damage). Paul 
did not found the Roman Church, buc he wanes to go there (as we 
learn also from Acts); and he wanes to underline chis desire of his. 
Why does he want to go there? He can hardly say chat it is ‘in order 
to preach the gospel to you, since chey are already believers in Jesus; 
but he does hint at some such incention: ‘to impart some spiritual 
gift to you, for you to be strengthened’, before retreating from this 
position and making it more of a mutual preaching of the gospel. In 
the end, though, he is clear chat evangelisacon in Rome is his aim: 
‘that I might bear some fruit among you . . . τὸ preach che gospel to 
you in Rome as well’. We shall nor go far wrong if we chink of him 
as treading on eggshells here. 


A summary of Paul’s gospel? 

For [ am not ashamed of the gospel. It is the power of God for the salvation of 
everyone who believes, whether Jew (in the first place) or Gentile. For God's 
Righteousness is revealed from faith to faith, as it is written, ‘the just [person] shall 
live by faich’. 


For many readers, chese few lines summarise the whole epistle, and 
Paul's particular ‘slant’ on the gospel of Jesus Christe. The emphasis. 
all the time, is on what God has done, and it is ‘power’, something 
that they can see and feel. [τ is also unrestricted, no longer addressed 
exdusively to God's chesen race. I¢ has to do with ‘Ged’s Rughteousness’ 
(and you must try τὸ work out che meaning of this phrase as the 
letter unfolds. I capitalise it, to underline its importance in his 
thinking); it has to do wich ‘faich’, perhaps ‘beginning and ending in 
faith’, and it is underpinned by the Habakkuk quotauon chat we 
shall hear again, ‘the just person shall live by faith’! 


Ι. Habakduk 2:4 
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The human plight 


The wrath of God is revealed from heaven on all human impiecy and unrighteous- 
ness, of those who hold back the truth by unrighteousness, because what may be 
known of God is revealed among them. For God revealed [it] to them. God's 
invisible artributes from the [very] creation of the world are understood, and 
perceived, by means of che things thac God has made: I mean his personal power 
and divinity. The result is that they are without excuse; because they knew God, 
and νεῖ failed τὸ glorify God as such, or give thanks [to him]. Instead chey were 
infatuated by their own thoughts, and their undiscerning heart was darkened. 
They told [everyone] that they were wise, but lapsed into folly. They swapped the 
glory of God Imperishable for a statue of a human being, or of birds, or 
quadrupeds, or creepy-crawlies! 

For that reason, God handed them over to the desires of cheir hearts, to impurity, 
so thar they dishonoured their own bodies with them. They swapped God's cruch 
for falsehood; they gave worship and service τὸ creatures, not co the Creator — 
Blessed be God for ever. Amen. 

For that reason, God handed them over to degrading passions. For example, 
their womenfolk exchanged natural for unnatural sexual intercourse. Similarly the 
men abandoned natural sexual intercourse with women, and burnt with desire for 
each other: men committing disgusting deeds with other men, and receiving the 
inevitable penalty of their aberration. 

Just as they did not chink it creditable τὸ recognise God, God handed them over 
to a discreditable state of mind, {so as τὸ do] things that are not Acting, filled with 
all kinds of unrighteousness, wickedness, greed, evil; filled with spite, murder, 
strife, treachery, malignity; whisperers, slanderers, God-haters, insolent overweening 
braggarts, inventors of evil, disobedient to their parents, unincelligent, undutiful, 
unloving, unmerciful. Such people, though they know perfectly well what God 
commands, and that people who do such things deserve to die, nevertheless dont 
just do chem — they actually applaud chose who acc in this way! 


We mop our brow upon reading this, and mutter Steady on, Paul; 
there are ladies present!’, for he uses decidedly strong language; 
indeed, so powerful are his emotions chat the syntax rather falls 
apart, as I have cried to convey in the translation. We need to keep 
our nerve, however, for he has a trick or two up his sleeve. In che 
hrst place, he is not so much describing what actually happens, as 
imagining The Worst. Second, he is leading us into a trap. So if you 
find yourself nodding your head in approval of his denunciation of 
contemporary morality, be careful, because he is going to turn on 
you (anyone who judges’) in the very next section. You might be 
encouraged in chis restraint by noticing, third, that the list of vices is 
a fairly uneven one. It includes various kinds of homosexuality, but 
also lists idolatry of several sorts, as well as ‘unincelligence .. . 
wickedness ... greed .. . quarrelling . . . whispering . . . dis- 
obedience to parents’. Almost anything will do here τὸ indicate the 
plight of human beings without God. We should read it as a picture 
of the loveless morass that we can drift into if we forget what we are 
made for. 

And that, fourth, is the poine. For Paul it is self-evident (in a way 
that ic may not be to us) chat homosexuality (and all che rest of the 
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list) is something in which people get rapped through their own folly 
of failure, not an authentic expression of human love and goodness. 

Finally, as always wich Paul, especially in Romans, we have τὸ see 
whar he is really abour. Paul is talking about God, and God's mercy 
on the mess chat we have made. We have a long way τὸ go in this 
letter, of course, but unless we see that central to its teaching is 
God's free gift, we shall simply have a lovely time condemning 
others, without recognising our own desperate need of God. 


A terrible shock 


So you have no excuse, my friend, whoever you are who judges. For on that precise 
point on which you judge your neighbour, you condemn your own self — for you 
who do the judging do the very same things yourself’ We know that God's 
judgement ts in truth on those who do such things. Is chis what you think, my 
friend who judges those who do such chings, and yet do them yourself, that you 
will escape from God's judgement? Or do you despise the riches of God's generosity, 
and clemency, and forbearance? Dont you realise that God's kindness ts [meant to] 
lead you τὸ repentance? Burt because of your hardness and unrelenting hear, you 
are storing up a treasure-chest of wrath for yourself on the Day of the Wrath of 
God and the Day of the Revelation of God's Righteous Judgement, when ‘he will 
repay each person in accordance with their deeds’. Some. because of their 
perseverance in good work [will receive] glory and honour and immortaliry -- chose 
who are secking eternal life. Ochers, who are characterised by self-seeking, and who 
are disobedient to the truth and [instead} obcy unnghteousness, will [receive] 
wrath and rage. Distress and anguish (will come) on che soul of every person who 
works evil — Jews first, and chen Gentiles. Glory and honour and peace to everyone 
who works good — Jews first and chen Gentiles. For there is no snobbery in God. 


The reader here gets a salutary shock. When Paul says, ‘So you have 
no excuse’, we think that he is still getting after those Gentiles. 
Suddenly, though, and out of a clear sky, it is his Jewish readers who 
are on the receiving end, the very ones who had been saying ‘I hope 
those Genuiles are fisteruing τὸ this. As always, the key is the generosity 
of God, and it may help to remember that the cwo words that I have 
translated as ‘generosiry’ and ‘kindness’ will have sounded in the 
Greek of Paul's day a bit like ‘the Christ of God’. When Paul speaks 
of che Day of the Revelation of God's Righteous Judgement, it is 
important for us not to glance nervously at the calendar, in case ir ts 
falling due; instead we must focus on the mystery of who for Paul is 
‘righteous , and how. 


A dense passage 
For all chase who have sinned ousside che law will die outside the Law. And those 
who have sinned under che Law wil} be judged by the Law. You see, it is nor those 
who hear the law who are righteous before God; it is chose who do the law who 
wil! be Regarded-as-Righteous. 

For when Genules, although they do not get the law wich their mothers milk, 
actually manage to do what the law prescribes, these people are cheir own law, even 
though they don’t know the law. They demonstrate chat the working of the law is 
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written on their hearts; their conscience bears them witness, and among them their 
choughts accuse them or even excuse them, on the day when God judges the things 
that human beings keep hidden, according to my gospel, through Christ Jesus. 


This is a very tightly packed reflection on law and Being Righteous. 
It is not easy to translate the set of words associated with “nighteous- 
ness’ or ‘justification’ in Paul, especially in Romans and Galatians; 
and his use of che word that I have translated as ‘law’ is not an easy 
one co put confidently and consistendy into English. Perhaps ac this 
stage the best thing is not to worry too much about the precise 
meaning but juse get the ‘feel’, as you read the rest of the epistle, of 
the complex realities to which Paul refers. When he is obscure, It is 
sometimes becrer not to wrestle with him, but to move on. 

Notice that cowards the end of this passage a part of the intention 
of this letter surfaces, a defence of ‘my gospel through Christ Jesus’. 
News of the ill-tempered confrontation in Galatia will have reached 
Rome, and Paul wancs the Roman Christians τὸ accept his own 
slant on che gospel of Jesus. 

A question to reflect on throughout Romans: What is wrong with 
the law, according to Paul? 


A difficult passage 


If, however, you call yourself a Jew and rely on the law and boast in God; and if 
you know the will of [GodJ, and discern what is best, because of having been 
instructed by the law you are convinced that you are a gutde for the blind, and a 
light to chose in darkness, and a tutor for those who can't think, a teacher for those 
who can’t speak; [and if you think that you have] the embodiment of knowledge 
and truch in the law — do you chen who ceach your neighbour not teach yourself? 
Do you proclaim “No Stealing’ and yet steal? Do you tell [people] “No Adultery’ 
and commit adultery yourself? Do you abhor idols and [yet] rob temples? You who 
boast in the law, by your transgression of the law you dishonour God. For, as it is 
written, Because of you the name of God is blasphemed among the Gentiles’. 


This is not easy; clearly Paul now has in his sights chose Jews whom 
he imagined as criticising the Gentiles’ dispraceful behaviour; bur are 
we to suppose that he thoughre char all his fellow Jews were thieves, 
adulterers and temple robbers? All we can confidently say is chat he 
wants them to hear, ‘don'c chink you're safe’. 


Real Judaism 


For circumcision is useful, if you do [what] the law [commands]. IF on the other 
hand you are a cranseressor of the law, chen your circumcision has become un- 
circumcision. So if uncircumcision keeps the law's commands, will not his uncircum- 
cision be reckoned as circumcision? And [then] che [one who is] uncircumcised 
and who does the law will judge you who, for all your education and your 
circumcision, are a transeressor of the law. For it is not the one who is outwardly a 
Jew, nor the one who is outwardly circumcised, i.e. in the flesh, but the one who is 
a Jew in secret, and is circumcised in the heart, in spirit rather chan in the letter, 
thar is the one whose praise is not from human beings but from God. 
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This is another difficulr passage; the point towards which he is 
working, however, does begin to emerge, that there is co be a new, 
and far less secure, definition of what it means to be a member of 
God's people. This is clearly something thar Paul’s Jewish readers are 
expected τὸ find rather shocking. 


An imaginary dialogue 
‘In chat case [you may want to ask], what advantage [does] the Jew have? How does 
circumcision help?’ 

[My Answer:] A great deal, in every way. For, Number One, chey were entrusted 
with the oracles of God. You see, whar if some have gone back on their trust, does 
their failure in wust undo God's trustworthiness? No way — let God be true, chough 
every human were a liar, as it is written, 


‘So that you may be recognised as righteous by your words, 
and you will be victorious when you are judged." 


‘Now if our unrighteousness serves to show God's righteousness, what shall we say? 
Can God who lets loose his anger be (humanly speaking) un-righteous?” 

No way. For how will God judge the world? 

‘But if God's truch has redounded to his glory because of my falsiry, why am | 
still being judged as a sinner?’ 

Surely it is not the case, as the slander against us goes, that (so some people allege) 
we do evil chings so that good may come? These people deserve their condemnation. 

“What then? Are we [Jews] superior?’ 

Not ar all; for I have already charged chat both Jews and all Gentiles are under 
sin, as it Is written, 


‘There is no one righteous, not even one; 
none who understands, 
none who seeks God. 
They have all turned aside, together they have become depraved. 
There is none who does wha is right. 
not even one”? 
‘An open grave is their chroat; 
with cheir congues they have deceived.” 
‘The poison of cobras is under their lips.” 
“Their mouth ts full of cursing and bitterness. ° 
‘Their feet are swift to shed blood; 

destruction and misery are in their way.’ 

And the way of peace they do not know 

there is no fear of God before cheir eyes.’# 


? 


ΔΒ §1:4 

. Psalm 14:1; Peal 53:1-3 
. Palm 5:9 

. Paalm 140:3 

. Paalm 10:7 

. leah 59:7, 8 

. Palm 36:1 
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We know chac whatever the law says, it speaks τὸ chose under the law, so that it 
might stop every mouth, and the whole world become liable to God's righteous 
judgement. 

Therefore no human being shall be reckoned-as-righteous in his sight, for chrough 


the law [comes merely] consciousness of sin. 


A difficult passage, and not really a dialogue at all, chough it jooks as 
though Paul is imagining possible objections to ‘my gospel’. I have 
Jaid it our as a dialogue, however, so that you may see how ic might 
have gone. 

The cwo key ideas here are, frst, the primary realiry, which is 
God's righteousness, and, second, the human response, ‘faith’, or, as 
] have translated it in the second paragraph, ‘trust. When Paul says 
of his opponents thar they ‘deserve their condemnation, and when 
he says of God that he ‘will judge the world’, the words used link 
with the idea of righteousness or justification. Paul also reiterates his 
important conviction that Jew and Gentile are on an equal footing 
in the face of God's judgement. He starts, moreover, at this point τὸ 
hint at whac is wrong (or insufhcient) about che taw. ἴτ is scill only a 
hint, chough, so we shall do well to withhold judgement untl the 


end. 


The heart of the matter: equality of all before God 


As it is, God’s righteousness has been revealed independently of law, alchough the 
law and the prophets testihed τὸ it; and God’s righteousness, moreover, through 
Jesus Christ's faich {reaches out] to all who have faich. There ts no distinction; for 
all have sinned and lack God's glory, reckoned-as-righteous ac no cost, by his own 
free gitt through the ransom [or: ‘redemption'] that cook place in Christ Jesus. God 
offered Chrisc Jesus as a means of expiation, through faith, by his own blood, as a 
demonstration of his righteousness through the leaving unpunished of the sins that 
were committed in former times, by God's forbearance, to demonstrate his righteous- 
ness at the present time, so that he should be both righteous and righteous-maker, 
the one who is from Jesus’ faith. 


This is another densely packed passage, of which there are several 
interpretauions. Rather chan insist on one interpretation over against 
another (though J confess chat translation is always already an inter- 
pretation) let me ask you to reflect on the following questions: 


1. Whar is the contrast berween ‘law’ and ‘righteousness of God”? 


2. Whar is the meaning of ‘faith of Jesus Christ’? Is it ‘faith in Jesus’ 
or πε faith chat Jesus showed”? 


3. What does ic mean τὸ refer to Jesus as a ‘means’ (or ‘place’) of 
explation? 

ἡ, Who is ‘both righteous and righteous-maker’? 

The following ideas are clearly of importance here; work out for 

yourself how they come cogether: 


321 


THE LETTER TO THE ROMANS 3 


17.Ἀ} 


ἄν} 


© God is just, and wanes human beings to be so also. 
© The scriptures tell us this. 


* There are no ‘frone seats’ in the theatre; all human beings have 
equal rights. 

* Human sin is a realicy chat has co be dealt wich. One metaphor for 
dealing wich it is drawn from the slave-market. ‘Ransoming’ slaves 
ends up, via Latin, as ‘redeeming’ in English. Another metaphor 
is connected with the law courts, and means something like 
‘being acquitted’, though it is more complicated than that. This is 
the idea that comes into English as ‘justified’ or ‘made righteous’. 


Tnumphant conclusion 


So — whar room is there for boasting? It is eliminated. On what kind of law? 
On the law of ‘works’? No — on the law of ‘faith’. For we calculate that a person is 
reckoned-as-righteous by faith, independently of works of the law. 

Or [are you saying that] God is only [a God] for Jews? Surely God is God of the 
Gentiles also? Of course he is. For (it is] one [and the same] God who will reckon- 
as-righteous [both] the circumcised (as a result of faith) and the uncircumcised 
(through faich). 

So -- are we abrogating the law through faith? No way — on the contrary, we 
confirm the law. 


It is evident from the tone here that Paul regards this as che 
successful culmination of his argument, but he leaves us trailing in 
his jet-stream, not without turbulence. Some key-ideas surface again 
here: law (which I have rather woodenly translated as such throughour, 
although occasionally ‘principie’ might be better here); faith; works; 
nghteousness/jusciication. There is a final baffling rhetorical question 
about whether faith means the abrogation of law (which is what you 
might have supposed, up to chis point), and which Paul now indignantly 
denies: ‘we confirm the law’. 

Perhaps the main thing to say, or rather to repeat, is παῖ 
underlying all chis is a question abour God. And the heart of the 
matter is that there is not one God for Jews and another for 


Gentiles, but the same God for both. 


A neat Ulustration 


What then shall we say that Abraham found, our ancestor according to the Aesh? If 
it was by [his] works that Abraham was ceckoned-as-nghteous, then he has 
grounds for boasting — but not before God. What does the Scripture say? ‘Abraham 
had faith in God, and it was reckoned to him as righteousness — but if someone is 
working, his wages are nor reckoned as a ‘freebie’, but as something he is owed. 
Whereas if someonc is not working, bur has faith in the One who ‘reckons-the- 
godless-as-righteous, then his faith is reckoned to him as righteousness. 

In just the same way, David also speaks a blessing over the person to whom God 
has reckoned righteousness independent of works: 
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‘Blessed are those whose lawlessness is forgiven 
and whose sins are covered. 
Happy the one whose sins God does not reckon up.” 


Now -- is this blessing [called down] on the circumcised or the uncircumcised? For 
we say ‘his faich was reckoned to Abraham as righteousness. So how was it 
reckoned? When he was circumcised or when he was uncircumcised? Not when he 
was circumcised, but when he was uncircumcised. And he took the sign of circum- 
cision as a seal of the righteousness-by-faith which [he received while he was still] 
uncircumcised - so that he is the ancestor of all those who believe chrough 
uncircumcision, so that righteousness-is-reckoned to them also; and he is the 
ancestor of all chose who have faith through uncircumcision, so that it is reckoned- 
to-them-as-righteousness, and the ancestor of circumcision for those who dont 
just depend on circumcision, but who also follow in the footsteps of the faith chat 
our ancestor Abraham had when he was still unctrcumcised. 


This is still noc particularly easy, buc che general lines of the 
argument are perhaps becoming clearer to the reader. Paul adopts a 
racher neat way of arguing. He takes the example of Abraham, 
whom all Jews revere as their ancestor; and he argues char Abraham 
is also the ancestor of uncircumcised Gentiles! Why? Remember 
that Paul is arguing that Gentiles who become Christians do not 
need to fulfil requirements of the Jewish law, such as circumcision, 
but they have been given righteousness-by-faith, which Paul 
contrasts with ‘righteousness-from-observing-the-law’. Buc Abraham, 
he shrewdly poincs out, had righteousness actribuced to him because 
of his faith as early as Chapter 15 of Genesis, whereas he is not 
circumcised until Chapter 17. 

So Abraham had not done anything, only responded to God's 
love; certainly he had noc observed the Torah ac this stage — and yet 
he was made ‘father of many nations’, which in Greek is the same as 
‘father of many Gentiles’, as many as the stars of the heaven or the 
sands of the seashore. 

Sull finding it difficult? Don’t worry — read on. 


Paul’s explanation 


For it was not through law chat the promise came to Abraham or to his seed, [che 
promise of} inheriting che world; that promise came through ‘righteousness-by- 
faith’. You see, if τῆς law-dependent people inherit, then faich is emptied of 
content, and the promise is abrogated. Because the law brings about wrath; whereas 
where there is no law, there is no transgression. 

Hence the ‘from faith’ bit, so that it would be according to God's-unconditional- 
gif, so that the promise would be sure for ‘all his seed’, not just for the Abraham 
who was law-dependent, bur for the Abraham who depended on faith, who is che 


ancestor of us all, as it is writen, ‘I have made you the ancestor of many nations 


9. Psalm 32:1, 2 
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(or Gentiles]’,'® in the sight of the God in whom he erusted, [the God] who makes 
the dead alive, and calls chat which is non-existent into existence. 


Still puzzled? [τ may help to nouce how Paul’s attention i: 
exclusively on God. One difhiculty that you may still feel is how ‘the 
law brings abouc wrath’: as you read through the rest of this chapter 
you can ask whether he manages to answer this question, which is 
obviously important for the working of his argument. Paul does not 
perhaps trouble too much about τῆς steps of the argument, since he 
has already long since arrived ac the conclusion, which is that God 
has given us as a free gift the not-guilty verdict thar the law failed to 
achieve. To receive che free gift, humans have only to respond (like 
Abraham) in faith. Then even the deadness of Abraham and the 
deadness of Jesus is πὸ longer an obstacle τὸ che power of God's 


love. 


The conclusion 


So [Abraham], hoping against hope, made-an-act-of-faith chat he [could] become 
the father of many nations [or Gentiles], according to what had been said, “So [i-e. 
according to the number of the stars] shall your seed [or descendants] με. And 
Abraham did not weaken in faith when he considered the deadness of his own 
body (for he was about ἃ hundred years old) and the deadness of Sarah's womb. In 
the face of God's promise, he was nor in doubr through lack-of-faich; instead, he 
was empowered through faith, and gave glory to God, and was fully convinced 
that what [God] had promised, God was capable also of putting into action. 
Therefore ‘it was reckoned to him as righteousness.""? Now chis ‘it was reckoned’ 
was not written just for him, but also for us, to whom it is going to be ‘reckoned’, 
us who believe in the One who raised Jesus Our Lord from the dead, Jesus who 
was handed over on account of our sins, and was raised up on account of our 


righteous-making. 


So this difficult argument comes gendy into harbour, and the reader 
may be glad to know thar the hardest part of Romans ts behind us. 
The key τὸ not being driven mad by the argument is to recall chat 
Paul always has his eye on the destination, what God has ready for 
those who believe, and is a bit casual in his description of the voyage 
itself, perhaps because it seemed so obvious to him. Paul is obsessed 
by God and by Christ, and by whar God has done in Christ, and 
wancs nothing else to get in che way (such as circumcision, law, 
‘works’). God has given believers a free gift that in no way depends 
on anything we can do for God, and demands only the loving 
response that Paul calls ‘faich’ or ‘trust’ or ‘commitment. 


10. Germs 17:5 
1, Genes 15:5 
2. Gonos 15:6 
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Chapters 5—8: Second Main Section — Reasons for Hope 


Paul has now got the difficult bit out of the way (though not all of 
what follows is going to be plain sailing). We may not have 
understood every step of his journey so far, buc clearly the heart of 
the matter is chat what God does for us or offers to us is not 
dependent on what we deserve or achieve, but on God's ‘free gift’, 
for which Paul has used metaphors from the slave market 
(ransomed/redeemed)} and from che law court (Cacquitted/ 
reckoned-as-righteous’). Our response is to be that commitment 
and trust which Paul calls ‘faich’. The importance of this ts chat non- 
Jews, to whom Paul feels especially called, dont have to observe all 
the details of Torah, if they are to respond τὸ what God has done in 
Christ. For such people, Abraham acts (rather surprisingly) as a 
kind of icon, because he showed his faith before his circumcision 
took place. Now read on. 


God’s unbelievable generosity in Christ 


So we have been reckoned-as-righteous as a result of [our] faith. We have peace 
with God through Jesus Christ, through whom we have gained access by faith to 
this free gift in which we stand, and boast in [the] hope of the glory of God. 

Nor only that; but let us also boasc of our afflictions, knowing that affliction 
brings about steadfastness, and steadfastness brings abourc character, and character 
brings abour hope. And hope does not disappoint, because the love of God is 
poured out in our hearts through the Holy Spirit that is given us. 

You see, Christ, when we were still weak, nevertheless died at che right time on 
behalf of the impious! 

Now you meghe just about die for a righteous person [literally, ‘for wich difficulty 
someone will die on behalf of a just man]. 

Perhaps a person might have che guts co die in a good cause. 

Bur God demonstrates his own love for us, in that while we were srill sinners, 
Christ died on our behalf! 

How much more, then, now that we have been reckoned-as-righteous by his 
blood, shal] we be saved through him from the wrath? For if when we were [his] 
enemies we were reconciled to God through rhe death of his Son, how much more, 
now that we have been reconciled, shall we be saved by his Sife? 

Not only thar, but we actually boast in God through our Lord Jesus Christ 


through whom we have now received reconciliation. 


In che three chapters chat follow, Paul abandons che polemical tone 
and the slightly impenetrable argumentation that we have grappled 
with hitherto. Now he is trying to offer the prounds for hope. The 
reasoning is that a) we have peace with God; b) this peace comes for 
tree; ¢) difficulties of various kinds do not count against this peace; 
4) God's gift in Christ is given co the undeserving; e) the icing on 
the cake is Jesus’ resurrection: not just his generous death, but also 
the conquest of death. 
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Adam and Christ contrasted: the catastrophe reversed (and then some!) 


Because of this, just as through one human being sin entered the world, and 
through sin death [entered the world], and so death came to al) human beings 
secing that all sinned. 

For before law, sin was in the world; sin [could] not be charged to our account 
while law did not yet exist. Nevertheless, death was sovereign from Adam to 
Moses, even over those who had not sinned, in the likeness of the transgression of 
Adam, who is the ‘type’ of the One who is to come. 

BUT the free gift doesn’t simply balance out the original transgression. 

The thing is, many people died because of that one man’s transgression, and ail 
the more God's grace, and the free gift by the grace of that one man Jesus Christ, 
[simply] overflowed to the many. 

And the gift was not just a consequence of one man having sinned. For the 
judgement, arising out of that one man, issues in a verdict of ‘guilty’, and the free 
gift thar arose ouc of many transgressions issued in a verdict of ‘not guilty’. 

Now -- if because of the one man's transgression death reigned through that one 
man, how much more will chose who have received the abundance of grace and the 
free gift of righteousness, rule, through the one man Jesus Christ! 

So then, it goes like this: just as the result of chat one man’s transgression issucd 
in a verdict of ‘guilty’ on all human beings, so one man’s righteousness issued in a 
verdict of ‘not guilry’ [or: ‘acquittal’, ‘righteousness’] and of life. 

{To pur it anocher way]: juse as chat single mans disobedience resulred in many 
peoples being made sinners, so, because of that other man's obedience, those many 
people are made righteous [or: ‘not guilty’. 

And then law sneaked in, to increase the transgression. But where sin increased, 
grace was present in even greater abundance, so that: 


just as sin ruled by means of death 
so grace should rule through righteousness 


and Icad to everlasting life, through Jesus Christ Our Lord. 


Once again Paul brings the dificult argument to a smooth end with 
that gentle and entirely characteristic conclusion, ‘through Jesus 
Christ Our Lord’. But as we look back we can see the shape of the 
argument. First he makes a contrast between che powers: sin-guilt- 
death against obedience-righteousness-life where righteousness is the 
‘not guilty’ verdict, and life is the idea, all-imporrant to Paul, of 
resurrection. 

Second, the phrases ‘all the more’ and ‘how much the more’, 
which appear three times in the first part of Chapter 5, remind us 
chat it is ποῖ ἃ simple contrast berween Adam and Christ; God's response 
to our plight is one of overwhelming generosicy that reverses the 
catastrophe, and then a whole lot more. Ac times in this section, the 
thought may cross the reader's mind that Paul is so excited chac he 
can hardly dictate coherently. 


A possible objection answered 


6.} “What shall we say then? Are we to persist in sin, so that grace may be on the 


+ ;" 
Increase: 
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No way! Given that we have died to sin, how shall we continue to live in ic? Or 
don’t you realise that we who were baptised into Christ Jesus were baptised into his 
death? So through [our] baptism we were buried with him into deach, so that just 
as Christ was raised from the dead by the Father's glory, so we also should walk in 
newness of life. 

You see, if we have ‘grown together’ in the likeness of his death, then we shall 
also ‘grow together’ in the likeness of his resurrection. So we know that our ‘ald 
humanity’ has been crucified along with [Jesus], so that che sinful body is 
destroyed, with che resule that we are no longer in slavery to sin. For che one who 
has died has been justified from sin. 

If we have died wich Christ, we have faith that we shall also live with him. We 
know that because Christ was raised from the dead he does not die any more: 
death no longer exercises its Lordship over him. You see, [the death] which he died, 
he died co sin — once and for all — whereas [the life] which he lives, he lives for 
God. So you [must all] reckon yourselves as dead τὸ sin, but alive to God - in 
Christ Jesus. 


Paul srarts this portion off wich another of his rhetorical questions, 

perhaps an objection from an imaginary opponent. The answer he 

gives enables him to do three things: 

1. He makes the contrast becween our plight and what God in 
Christ has done for us (from death to life); 

2. he links the Romans’ experience of their own baptism τὸ this 
contrast (from deach co life); 


3. he asserts the absoluce centralicy, for Jesus, and chen for all 
Christians, of the Resurrection (from death co life). 


The whole story, for Paul, is one of movement from one power (sin- 
death) into another power (life-resurrection). So he is expressing in 
another way the contrast made in the previous chapter berween 


what Adam did and what Jesus did. 


Let God rule, not sin and death 

Therefore: 

“ don't let sin rule in your mortal body, so that you obey sin’s passions; 
* don't give over your limbs as weapons of unrighteousness for sin; 

* but do give yourself over τὸ God, like people who are alive after dearth. 


And do give your limbs over as weapons of righteousness for God. Sin does nor 
Lord it over you; for you are not under the law, but under God's free gift. 


Just at the end there, Paul raises once again the problem of the relation- 
ship of law and sin. Try, as you read, to ask the question, “Whar, for 
Paul, is wrong with the law?’ It may be helpful τὸ notice the almost 
feudal idea of one's limbs as weapons offered in the service of a 
higher auchority. 

Notice also che wide range of ideas collected under che verb that I 
have translated as ‘Lord it over’: this includes the following: 
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* language hitherto reserved in Jewish culeure for God; 


* language that was now increasingly being used for the Roman 
Emperor, which was therefore an alternative power; 


¢ language applied τὸ Jesus, in an increasingly exalted way. 


Another specious argument answered: the battle of the powers 


“Whar then: are we to sin [seeing] that we are not under the law, but under grace?’ 

No way — dont you know that if you present yourselves as slaves, with a view τὸ 
obedience, you are slaves to that which you obey, whether chat is sin chat leads τῷ 
death, or obedience that leads to life. Thanks for: ‘grace’] be to God, because you 
were slaves of sin; but you obeyed wholeheartedly in accordance with the pattern 
to which you have been committed: you have been set free from sin and ‘enslaved’ 
to righteousness, 

If am speaking in human terms, because of the weakness of your [frail] humanicy. 
So, Just as you presented your limbs as slaves to impurity and lawlessness τὸ achieve 
iniquity, so Now present your limbs as slaves to righteousness to achieve holiness. 
For when you were slaves co sin, you were free with regard co righteousness. And so 
what fruit did you have then? [Things] of which you are now thoroughly ashamed 
— for these things end up in death. 

As it is, you have been freed from sin, and ‘enslaved’ to God; you have your fruit 
[which leads] to holiness -- and that ends up in eternal life. For the wages of sin 1s 
death; whereas God's free gift is eternal tife in Christ Jesus Our Lord. 


Once again, Paul poses an objection from an imaginary opponent, 
raising the spectre that sin might be a good ching: once again, he 
comes safely into harbour, concluding his argument ‘in Christ Jesus 
Our Lord’. (Sometimes it seems that Paul cannot write a sentence 
without mentioning Jesus!) The basic answer, however, has to do 
with the clear sense of a battle berween two opposing powers: death 
and life. One difficulty here is that Paul does occasionally use che 
same word in more than one meaning. For example, the ward 
translated here as ‘thanks’ is his normal word for ‘grace’, a key idea 
in Romans; and in the same sentence | have had to translate one word 
both as ‘lawlessness’ and as ‘iniquity. Likewise I have put ‘enslaved’ 
in speech marks, because for Paul che believer's relationship to God 
is in principle quite different from that which people have to 
‘impurity and lawlessness . 


The problem of the law -- an illustration 


Or are you unaware, my brothers and sisters (for 1 speak to those who know the 
law), chat the law lords it aver che human being for as long as he or she 1s alive? 

Let me give you an example: the married woman is bound by law to her husband 
while he is alive. If he dies, however, she is then released from the law [that binds 
her to] her husband. While her husband is alive, therefore, she is called an 
‘adulreress’ if she belongs co another man; if, however, her husband dies, she is free 
of his law, so that she isn't an adulceress if she belongs to another man. 
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In just che same way, my brothers and sisters, you coo have died to the law 
through the body of Christ, so that you belong to Another, the One who was 
taised from the dead, in order that we might bear fruic for God. For when we were 
in the ‘flesh’, the sinful passions which come through the law are at work in our 
limbs — so that chey bear fruit for death. As it is, we are released from the law; we 
have died to that by which we were subjugated, so that we live a new sort of 
‘slavery’, that of che Spirit, not the old sort, chat of the letter. 


Paul is here seeking to explain his ‘gospel of freedom’ by an 
illustration from marital law: just as the wife is no longer bound to 
her husband when he dies, so the individual is freed by death from 
the law. You can see whar Paul is getting at — but the death in the 
case of the believer is of course that of Jesus Christ, which slightly 
unbalances che illustration. 

Paul uses here and elsewhere che contrast berween ‘Hesh’ and 
‘Spiric. One helpful way of looking at this may be to think of ‘Hesh’ 
as humanity when closed to God, and ‘spirit’ as humaniry when it ts 
open to God. This latter use is connected co, but also distinct from, 
Paul's use of the term “Holy Spirit. 


Two more Jewish objections answered 


Ἢ “What shall we say, chen? Does this mean that law is sin?’ 

No way — nevertheless, I only know sin through law. For | should noc have 
known desire if the law had nor said, “Thou shalt noe desire.’'? Sin took its 
opportuniry from the commandment and called forth all kinds of desire in me. For 
without law, sin is dead. I was once alive, independent of law; then when the 
commandment came sin sprang to life, but I died, and it curned out in my case 
that the commandment that was supposed to lead to life was che very one that led 
to dearth. For sin took its opportunity; through the commandment sin cheated me, 
and chrough it sin killed me. 

[My conclusion is] that the law is holy, and the commandment is holy, and 
righteous, and good. 

‘Does that mean that the good for me became death [for me]?” 

No way — what happened was chat sin [becarne death to me]. In order thar sin 
mighc appear, [as sin], sin brought about death [to me] through what was good for 
me, in order chat sin might become exceedingly sinful through the commandment. 


Paul is still wrestling wich this desperately difficult question of the 
relationship of sin and law. In certain moods, the idea that law brings 
about sin can seem mysterious to us; in other moods, we know the 
contrary effect thar che words ‘thou shale not’ can have on us. 

We must never lose sight of Paul's main contention: there is a 
battle berween death and life, and only God’s free pift in Jesus 
Chrisc can put us on the side of life. πε answer that is sometimes 
given co the question “What is wrong with che law for Paul?’ is that 
‘It’s not Jesus Christ’. 


13. Exodus 20:17; Dcuceranomy 5:21 
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The plight of sinners 


You see — we know that che law is spiritual, whereas I am flesh, sold in bondage to 
sin, and | [hardly] know what I am doing. What I want to do is not what | 
[succeed in} doing; what I loathe is what 1 [end up] doing! Now, when I do what I 
do not want to do, I agree with the law, chat it is good. And so in this case it is no 
longer J that am at work, buc [che power of] sin chac dwells in me. 

I know, you see, that no good dwells in me (that is, in my flesh [my humanity as 
not open to God]). For I find it easy to will what is good; but actually to do it -- 
noc at all! For I don't [manage τὸ] do the good thar I want to do; instead it is evil, 
which I dont want τὸ do, that ] end up performing. 

But if I'm doing what 1 don’t want to do, it is no longer I who am at work, but 
the sin chat dwells in me. 

So this is the principle chat | have discovered: when [ want to do what is morally 
good, it ts easy for me to do evil. For in my inner self, 1 joyfully resonate with 
God's law; but there is another law chat | see in my limbs, which is at war with my 
minds law, and keeps me imprisoned by the law of sin which is in my limbs. 


Pau) is still struggling with the question of how sin and law are 
related; and perhaps we can only follow his argument occasionally. 
This passage includes what feels at times like Paul’s own personal 
expenence, many Chrisuans have been encouraged by che thought 
thar Paul coo struggled to do what he knew to be mght. Some 
scholars argue, however, chat Paul's use of ‘I’ is here intended to 
capture the experience of those whe live the old life, noc his present 
experience of living in the new life of Christ. 

As always, chat is che unfailing direction of his argument, and 
now this portion of the text comes to a suring conclusion: the 
answer is Jesus Christ. 


Jesus is the answer 


What wretched human beings we are! Who will deliver us from this body of death? 
Thanks τὸ God through Jesus Christ our Lord. To sum up: wich my mind I am a 
slave of God's law; but in my unregenerate humanity, I am a slave of the Law of sin. 


Once again the reader asks: [s Paul talking about himself (and clearly 
Pau) was not perfect) or abour che plight of human beings wichout 
Christ? Tum τῆς argumenc che other way round, though, and 
perhaps it does not mamter: the solution for every problem that faces 
us, whether Paul or me or you, is Christ. So Paul, struggling 
through his argument, shouts (though nor as loudly as he will soon 
be shoucing) “Thanks [or: ‘grace’) τὸ God!’ 


What has God done for us in Christ? 

In condusion, then, there is no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus: 

the law of the Spirit (i.e. life in Christ) has freed you from the law of sin and death. 
Whar the Law was incapable of, because of its weakness, through the Acsh, God 

achieved. God sent his own Son, in the likeness of sinful Aesh; and τὸ atone for 
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Sin. God condemned Sin in the flesh, so that the decree of the law might be 
fulfilled in us who behave, nor according to the flesh [humanity closed to God), 
bur according to the Spirit (humanity open to God]. 

For those who live according to the flesh are flesh-minded; those who live 
according to rhe Spirit are Spirit-minded. For flesh-choughe is death, whereas Spirit- 
thought is life and peace. - 

Because flesh-thought is hostility towards God, it doesn’t obey the law of God -- 


it cant. Those who are in the flesh are incapable of pleasing God. 


We stumble along after Paul; this is not really our thoughe-world. 
Nevertheless, we can keep our eyes on the main point: the battle- 
lines are drawn berween spirit and flesh, life and death. God in 
Christ has given us che opportunity of doing what we could not do 
for ourselves, ending up on the right side in the conflict. 


What the Spirit does 
You, however, are not in the flesh, but in che Spirit, if indeed the Spirit of God 


dwelis among you. If, however, someone does not have the Spirit of Christ, that 
person does not belong to [Christ]. If Christ is in you, then, while the body may be 
dead because of sin, the Spirir ts life because of righteousness. If the Spirit of the 
One who raised Jesus from the dead dwells among you, the One who raised Christ 
from the dead will also give life τὸ your mortal bodies through his Spirit that dwells 


among you. 


Once again, we are aware of rwo worlds: the world of death and che 
world of the Spirit; but here Paul's emphasis is on what che Spirit 
can do. We notice again, as so often in Paul, che central position 
thar he gives to the Resurrection. 

Ac this point the reader may also want to start asking ‘Who is the 
Spirit? 


What the Spirit gives 


So, brorhers and sisters, we are under obligation — but not to the flesh, to live 
according to the flesh. For if you live according to the flesh, you're going to die, 
whereas if in the Spirit you put to death the doings of rhe body, you will live. You 
see, whoever are led by the Spirit of God, these are che ones who are children of 
God; for you did πος receive the spirit of slavery, [to fall] back into fear — you 
received the spiric of adoption-as-sons, which causes us to cry out, Abba, Father’. 
The Spirit testiftes in support of our spirit, that we really are children of God. Now 
if we are children, then we are also heirs, heirs of God, and co-heirs with Christ, if 
we have joined in his passion in order to join also in his glory. 


From speaking of two realms, Paul moves almost imperceptibly into 
talking of only one realm. He starts chis part by speaking of ‘flesh’ 
and ‘death, but soon moves into that other realm, of the Spirit, and 
what the Spirit gives: the move out of slavery, and fear, and death 
into freedom, or what I had to translate ‘adoption-as-sons’ (even 
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though it applies equally τὸ woman believers). The situation fron 
which Paul draws chis underlying image is thar of the Roman anc 
Greek household, in which the eldest son was normally che heir 
and although there would be slaves in the same household, ther 
would ordinarily be no question of their inheriting. But adoptios 
was a very common device, so thar the father of the house shouk 
not die childless, and those who might be adopted could includ 
either slaves of one's own house or children of another family 
Adoption’ is now the chird image that Paul has used in Romans foi 
whar God has done for us in Christ, after ‘acquicting’ and ‘ransoming 
It inks closely with Jesus’ frequent presentation of God-as-Father 
which reaches its striking climax in Mark's account of Gethsemani 
with the cry, to which Paul here alludes, of ‘Abba, Father’. This cn 
for Christians signifies a new life and undeserved status. 


Looking ahead to God's gift 

For I reckon that the sufferings of che present epoch are not worth balancing 
against the glory char is abour to be revealed to us. You see, the eager expectation ol 
the creation is awaiting the revelation of the children of God. For the creation 
became subject to frustration, not by its awn volition, but because of the One whe 
had subjected ic in hope. Creation itself will also be set free from the slavery οἱ 
decay for the freedom of the glory of God's children. 

We know, don't we, that the whole of creation groans and suffers labour pain: 
together nght up to τῆς present moment. Nor only that, bur chose who have che 
Spunt's first fruits, thar is we ourselves, groan inside ourselves, waiting for our adopton- 
as-sons, waiting for che redemption of our bodies. 

We were saved in hope: now a hope [whose object] can be seen isn't hope [at all), 
for who ‘hopes’ for something they can actually see? But if we are hoping for what 
we [cant] see, then we are waiting patiently. 

In just the same way, the Spirit comes to the aid of our weakness. We have no 
idea what to pray for in che proper way: instead the Spirit itself pleads on our 
behalf, wich wordless proans. The one who searches hearts knows what is the 
thought of the Spirit, because according to God's will the Spirit prays for the saints. 

We know thar for those who love God. everything cooperates to bring abour 
good; those are the ones who are also called according to [God's] purpose: those 
whom he knew in advance, he also decided upon in advance as being like his son. 
so thac he is the first-bom among many brothers and sisters. Those whom he 
decided upon in advance [are] the ones he also called; and those whom he called. 
are the ones whom he reckoned-as-nghteous; and chose whom he reckoned-as- 
righteous are the ones whom he also glorified. 


Paul, in this long section that has run from the beginning of 
Chapter 5, has been crying to give us grounds for hope. The 
invitation here is to look into a fucure chat we cant quite see, and 
therefore have to hope for. Paul's tactic is to encourage us co hope by 
lifting our pare from che present upwards into God's plan. The 
present finds us ‘groaning’ and ‘frustrated’; but chanks to the Spint 
we can look ahead τὸ God's incomprehensible dispensanion. This is 
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good news for chose whom God has chosen; they are the ones whom 
Paul is trying τὸ encourage here. His attention is at this point not at 
all on people who have not responded to God; so there is no room 
here for che dreadful doctrine of ‘double predestination (‘I'm in and 
you're out’) thar has caused so much trouble in my country of South 
Africa. This passage is for our encouragement, not for anyone else's 
discouragement. 


A glorious conclusion 


So what shall we say τὸ rhis? If God is on our side, who is against us? God [you 
remember] did not spare his own son, bur handed him over on behalf of all of us — 
how can he help but give us everything as a free gift, along wich him [che greatest 
of God's gifts}? Who shall bring charges against God's chosen ones? God ts the 
One who reckons-as-righteous — who is the condemner? Christ Jesus is the one 
wha died, and — more than that — was raised! 

He ts the one who is at God's right hand. 


He is the one who intercedes for us. 


We may not have followed the argument all che way, buc we cannot 
help being buoyed up by the lyrical certainty of Paul’s optimism as 
(once again) we come gently into harbour after the rough seas of 
some decidedly tricky argument. 


A ‘purple passage’ 
Who shall separate us from Christ's love? 

Affliction? Anguish? Persecution? Famine? Nakedness? Danger? Execution? As it 
IS Written: 


‘For your sake we are done to death all day [long]. 
We are Reckoned as sheep for the slaughter. "5 


No — in these matters we are winning a most glorious victory through the one who 
loved us. { am persuaded, you see, that neither death nor life, nor angelic nor 
demonic rulers, nor present nor future events, nor powers, nor height nor depth, 
nor any other created ching, will be able τὸ separate us from the love of God, which 
is in Christ Jesus our Lord. 


This is one of those ‘purple passages’ that enable the critical reader 
to forgive Paul all his prickliness and che numbing obscuriry of some 
of his arguments. We may not understand quite how the arguments 
work, nor what precisely are the chreacs that Paul refers to, which 
might ‘separate us from Christ's love’, but there is no mistaking his 
confidence at the end, with chat final phrase, so characteristic of 
Paul, so very much at the heart of this great lover: ‘the love of Gad, 
which is in Christ Jesus our Lord’. 


14. Psalm 44:22 
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Chapters 9-11: Third Main Section -- 
What About Paul’s Fellow Jews? 


The story so far: Paul has worked out a heavily scriptural argument 
to defend ‘his gospel’, that what God has done for us is God's free 
gift, and therefore does not depend on anything we can do, including 
having ourselves circumcised. In the second section, he showed why 
non-Jews who are committed to faith in Christ have grounds for 
hope. That, however, leaves unanswered the question of God’ 
Chosen Race. This was an existential question for Paul, who never 
ceased to regard himself as a Jew, and for many of his Roman 
readers, several of whom will have been Jewish. 


How do Jews fit into God's plan? 


It is the truth thar [ am speaking in Christ. | am not lying; my conscience bears me 
witness In the Holy Spirit — | have a great grief, and a constant pain in my heart. 
For my prayer was to be accursed and [separated] from Christ for che sake of my 
brothers and sisters, my fellow Jews according to the flesh, 

They are Israelites. Theirs is che adoption-as-children, and the glory, and the 
covenants, and the law-giving, and the cule, and che promises. Theirs are the ancestors. 
From them came the Messiah, according to the flesh, che one who is God over all, 
blessed for ever. Amen. [Or, with a different punccuation of the Greek: ‘May God 
who is over all be blessed for ever. Amen.’] 


You may make a number of objections to Paul; one thing, however, 
that you cannot say of him is that he is a liar. You can hear the 
sincerity in his voice as he contemplates che possibility of being cut 
off from his beloved Christ in order to have his fellow Jews take up 
their rightful place in God's dispensation. Christians, with our 
embarrassing and wholly unjustified tradition of anti-Semitism, need 
to listen carefully to Paut as he lists all the assets chat his fellow Jews 
have: the privilege of being Israel, of being ‘sons-and-daughters-of- 
God’, of being the spectators (at Sinai, presumably) of the glory of 
God, of having received the covenants (at least those to Abraham 
and to Moses), having had the privilege of being told how to 
worship (in the tence and in the Temple), who gave the world the 
Twelve Patriarchs, and, bese of all for Paul, who produced Jesus 
Christ. 

Notice the very different, far less negative, sense of ‘flesh’ here 
when Paul speaks of his fellow Jews as his ‘kinsfolk according to the 
flesh’ and of Christ as having come from che Jews ‘according to the 
flesh’. 

The final sentence of this portion might, if you punctuate it in 
one way, be a rare explicie reference on Paul's part to Christ as God. 
Punctuate it another way, and ic becomes an ‘arrow prayer’ of praise 
to God for the excellence of the divine dispensation. 
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Just are the ways of God 


OF course, it is not the case that God's word has failed. For nor all those descend- 
ants of Israel are [real] Israel. Nor is it the case that all who are physically 
descended from Abraham are in fact his children. No —- ‘from Isaac physical 
descendants shall be calied [forch] for you’.'5 

What this means is not chat the children of che flesh really are children of God, 
bur chat the children of the promise are reckoned-as-descendants. For this is how 
the promise is expressed: ‘Ac this time 1 shall come, and Sarah shal] have a child." 

Nort only that: Rebecca conceived [children] by one man, Isaac our ancestor. 
When they were ποῖ yet born, and had not done anything good or evil, so that God's 
purpose of election might be assured, not by works buc by the one who issues the 
invitation, she was told ‘the older one will be a slave to the younger one’,'’ as it ts 
written, I loved Jacob and hated Esau.''8 


One thing Paul has to do here is to demonstrate to his Jewish 
readers (and his reference to ‘Isaac our ancestor’ makes it clear that 
itis chey whom he has in mind here) that God has not gone back on 
his promise. One of the ways of managing this is to argue that it was 
all foreshadowed in Scriprure, which, for Paul, is God's dictated 
word; and so he is able τὸ use texts that point a) to Abraham as the 
father of many ‘Gentiles’ and b)} to the unexpectedness of Gods 
election, as when of Isaac’s rwo children the older is placed after the 
younger. Underneath all thar, of course, ts God's sovereign freedom 
to do exactly as he pleases. Like a 400]b-gorilla. 

Once again you can see how later readers of Paul built on what he 
writes here, about τῆς ‘children of the Hesh’ over against the ‘children 
of the promise’, che deeadtul doctrine of ‘double predestination’. 
Once again, though, it is necessary to remind ourselves chat Paul's 
interest is in the positive, ‘what God has done in Christ’, not the 
negative, ‘those who are beyond Godss love’. For Paul, no one 1s 
beyond God's love. 


Two more imaginary objections answered: God is not unjust, 


but merciful 


“What shall we say then? Surely there is no unrighteousness in God?’ 

No way — he tells Moses: ‘I shall have mercy on che one on whom I shall have 
mercy, and I shall pity the one whom I shall pity.”!? It is not therefore a matter of 
[human] will or of [human] exertion [literally: ‘running ], buc of God's mercy. For 
Scripture tells Pharaoh, ‘For this very reason I have raised you up, so that I may 
reveal my power in you, and so that my name may be proclaimed in all the earth. 7 
Therefore, to whomsoever God wishes God shows mercy, and whomsoever God 
wishes, he hardens. 


1S. Genesis 21:12 
16. Genesys 18:10 
12. Genesis 25:2 
18. Malachi 1:2, 3 
19. Exodus 33:19 
20. Exodus 9:16 
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21. Hosea 2:23 

22. Hosea 1:10 

23. Isaiah 10:2}. 22 
24. leaiah 1:9 


So you'll now say to me, ‘Then why does God blame [people like Pharaoh]: 
Who can resist God's will?’ 

My dear fellow, on che contrary; who are you to answer back to God? Will what 
is moulded say to its moulder, “Why did you make me like this?” Does noc che 
porter have authority over che clay, to create our of one and the same batch one 
vessel for honourable use and another vessel for less creditable purposes? 

And suppose God wanted τὸ show his wrath and to reveal his power, and so with 
great patience put up with vessels of wrath, ripe for destruction? And [suppose that 
it was] in order to reveal the riches of his glory, on vessels of mercy which he had 


prepared beforchand for glory? 


All che way chrough this episele, Paul has been wrestling (as we must 
all wrestle) with the mystery of the freedom of God, which can 
seem dark and harsh at times, but which for Paul is a gracious 
mercy, one that wanes the best for human beings. ‘It isn’t fair,” che 
cry regularly goes up from the Society for the Protection of 
Oppressed Pharaohs — and all we can do is spcak of God's gracious 
freedom! As we worry, however, abouc the clay that is turned into 
chamber pots instead of wine goblets (is Paul making a slightly 
heavy joke here, when he speaks of ‘vessels for honourable use . . . 
vessels for less creditable purposes’), we need to remember chat his 
attention is far more on the undeserving clay that ends up in the 
place of honour at a banquet than on its sibling thrust un- 
ceremoniously under che bed at night. 


God concentrates mainly on those whom he has called 


These are the ones whom he called, not only from [among the] Jews, but also from 
[among the] Gentiles; as he says in Hosea: 


‘T shall call not-my-people, my-people, 
and unloved, beloved.”*! 


‘And it shall be in che place where it was said co them 
“you are not-my-people’, 


chere they shall be called “children-of-the-living-God"."?? 
And Isaiah cries our over Israel: 


‘If che number of the children of Israel were like the sand of the sea, 


the Remnant shall be saved. 


For the Lord will act on earth by accomplishing his word, and doing it quickly. ?' 
And as Isaiah predicted: 
‘Unless che Lord of Sabaoth had left behind offspring for us 


we should have become like Sodom 
and we should have resembled Gomorrah.’* 
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Again and again we have to allow Paul co force our attention, not on 
our own plight, nor on cthac of those (like oppressed Pharaohs) 
whom we worry abour, but on what God’s gracious mercy Is about. 
So here Paul is bringing the argument home by way of a string of 
Old Testament quotations that point to the unexpected mercy of 
God's action. - 


Conclusion 


‘Whar then shall we say?’ The Gentiles who did not go seeking for righteousness 
have actained it — but it was che righteousness chat came from faith. Whereas Israel, 
who did go seeking for the law of righteousness, did not even ger there. Why? 
Because they (weren't looking] for the righteousness that comes from faith, but for 
the righteousness that comes from works. And they stumbled over che stone of 
stumbling, as it is written: 


‘Look -- I am placing in Sion 
a stone for stumbling and a rock for tripping 
and the one who believes in it will not be ashamed.’ 


In conclusion Paul leaves his imaginary opponent with nothing to 
say. We cannot deserve what God ts offering for free, and any atcempt 
to merit ir leads ro our stubbing our toes (or, to transcribe the Greek 
rather than translate it, ‘being scandalised’). 


The Law and the Lord 


Brothers and sisters, the desire of my heart, and my prayer for chem [the Israelites] 
to God [is] for [their] salvation. For I [can] bear witness that they do [indeed] have 
zeal for God — but it is not directed by knowledge. For they fail to recognise God's 
righteousness, and seek [instead] cheir own righteousness, and have not submitted 
to the righteousness of God. 

You see, Christ is the law's end-and-aim, for reckoning-as-righteous for all who 
have faith. Moses writes about the righteousness that comes from the law, chat ‘the 
one who does them will live by them’ Righteousness that comes by faich, 
however, says, 


‘Do not say in your heart 
“Who will go up to heaven?” 
(That is, bringing Christ down) 
or: “Who will go down into the abyss?”?” 
(That ts, bringing Christ up from the dead).’ 


Instead, what does it say? 


‘The word is near by your mouth and your heart.’24 
That ‘word’, of course, is the ‘word’ of faith that we proclaim. 


25. [sauah 28:16 

26, Leviticus 18:5 

27. Deuteronomy 30:12, 13 
28. Deuteronomy 3:14 
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Because if you confess the Lordship of Jesus with your mouth; 
and if you belicve with your heart thar God has raised him from che dead, 
you will be saved. 


The point is that it is with the heart chat people believe — and that leads to 
righteousness. 

And it is with the mouth that people confess — and chat leads to salvation. For 
Scripture says, ΝΟ one who believes in [him] will be put to shame.“ 

You see, there is no distinction berween Jew and Greek. For they all have the same 
Lord, who is generous with his wealth co all who call upon him: ‘For all who call 
on the name of the Lord will be saved.’* 


Paul in chis section 15 sell wrestling with the question of his beloved 
fellow Jews. Once again he is considering what is wrong with the 
Law; once again, the answer is chat it is not Jesus. Paul surfaces an 
important idea here, that of the Lordship of Jesus. Remember chat 
calling Jesus ‘Lord’ (Kyrios, in Greek) sets him explicitly up against 
whoever is the Roman Emperor for the time being, and sets him 
explicicly in relation to God. Read this passage carefully, and see juse 
how close is che relationship that Paul envisages. 

We should also note Paul's clever use of Deuteronomy 30:11-14. 
In us original context, as Paul and his readers will have known 
perfectly well, it was abouc how easy it is to obey the Torah. In Paul's 
hands, it comes to mean almost the opposite. What matters is not 
Torah, but Jesus Christ. This underlines the radical novelty of Paul's 


teaching. 
The position of the Jews 
1421 So how shall they call on the one in whom they have not come to fith? Burt how 
shall they come to faith in one of whom they have not heard? And how shall they 
hear without a proclaimer? And how shall anyone proclaim unless they are sent? 
(As it is written, How beautiful are the feet of chose who preach the gospel of good 
things!’)>! 

Ah — but not everyone has obeyed the gospel! For Isaiah says, ‘Lord, who 
believed our report?’ So: faith comes from hearing, and hearing is through the 
word of Christ. 

But — | may say ~ did they nor know? Indeed they did: “Their sound has gone 
forth to all the earth, their words to the end of the world.” 

Buc — I may say — did Israel [really] noc know? In the first place, Moses says, 

‘[ shall provoke you τὸ jealousy over what is not a nation, 
over a nation that is foolish I shall provoke you to anger.’ 
29. Isaiah 28:16 
3). Joel 2:32 
31. Latah 52:7 
32. Leaish 53:1 
33. Pealm 18:5 


34. Deureronomy 32:21 
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Secondly, Isaiah even has the nerve to say, 


Ἵ was discovered by those who were not looking for me, 
I became visible to those who were not enquiring after me. *° 


And to Isaiah he says, 
‘The whole day | held out my hands, 


to a disobedient and obstinate people.’ 


Paul is still defending God against the charge of lacking integrity for 
having turned to the Gentiles; and he considers various possible 
defences (“They never had a chance’), only to dismiss chem (‘Oh yes, 
they did’), wich a series of scriptural quotations that are probably 
intended to lay bare the structure of the plight of che Jews: 

¢ cheir problem was not that they had not heard the gospel; 

* their problem was that they had heard and rejected it; 

4 they should have known; they had been warned; 

* instead, chey were ‘disobedient’ and ‘obstinate’. 


But, as we shall see, char is not quite the end of che story. 


Has God rejected his people? 


1] '°° My question is then: surely God [cannot have] rejected his people? No way! You 
see — ] am an Israelite, descended from Abraham, of the tribe of Benjamin. God 
has not rejected his people, whom he foreknew. 

Or do you not know what Scripture says abouc Elijah, how he prays to God 
against Israel? ‘Lord, they have killed your prophets, they have destroyed your altars, 
and I alone am left -- and they are seeking my life.’ And how does the oracle 
respond to him? ‘I have left for myself seven thousand men, who have not bent the 
knee τὸ Baal.’ 

So therefore, even in che present time, there is a remnant, selecred by grace. Now 
if ic is by grace, it is no longer dependent on works, since [in that case] grace 
[would] no longer be grace. 

Whar is the conclusion, then? Whac Israel was striving for, it did not attain, bur 
those who were chosen did attain it, and the rest were ‘hardened’. As it ts written, 


‘God gave them a spirit of stupor, 
eyes not to see, and ears not to hear 
until the present day. 3 


And David says, 


‘Let their table become a snare to them, and a trap 
and a stumbling block and a retribution to them. 
Let their eyes become darkened so as not to see. 
Cause their backs to bend for ever.’4* 


35. [δῇ 65:1 

36. [ἢ 65:2 

37.1 Kings 19:10, 14 

38. 1 Kings 19:18 

39. Deuteronomy 29-4; Isaiah 29:10 
40. Psalm 69:22, 23 
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We need τὸ watch Paul carefully here; he is heavily involved 
emotionally, between his love for Christ on che one hand, and his 
love for his people on che other. The argument has three seages: 


1, 1am a loyal Israelite (this is an important ‘plank’; Paul wants to 
eliminate any possible counter-objection that he might be 
‘against Jews’). 

2. He points to a pattern, found for example in the career of Elijah, 
a man with whom Paul may have sympathised as sharing his 
loneliness. Ir is che people who have rejected God and God's 
missionaries, not the other way round. 


3. God always graciously raises up a ‘chosen remnant in Israel, in 
contrast to those who are (for reasons we do not really 


understand) ‘hardened’, perhaps by God himself (like Pharaoh). 


Conclusion (of a sort) 


So then, my question is: Surely they didnt stumble so as co fall, did they? 
No way — [what happened was chat] because of their fall, salvation came to the 
Genules, in order to make them jealous. 


If their transgression enriched the world 
and if cheir defeat enriched the Gentiles, 
how much τῆς more [will] cheir fullness... ? 


Here the argument seems to reach a term. It may not make much 
sense to us, unless we recall char all che time, just below che surface 
of τῆς text, is Paul's conviction of God's unfailing grace (and, of 
course, his puzzlemenc that his fellow Jews cannot see what to him 
is as plain as a pikestaff). The argument goes that Israel got it 
wrong, so the offer wenc to the Gentiles, noc, however, in order to 
reject Israel, but so chat in the end Israel, and everyone else, would 
return to God. 


Gentiles — wipe that sneer off your face! 
An illustration from horticulture 


[Now] I'm speaking to you Gentiles. Insofar as | am ‘missioned to the Gentiles’ | 
glorify my ministry, to see if | might stimulate my fellow Jews (‘flesh’) to jealousy, 
and save some of them. 

You see, if their rejection [meant] the world's reconciliation, whac will their 
acceptance (mean]? It can only [mean] life out of deach. 

If the firse-fruits are holy, so is the whole lump. If the root is holy, so are che 
branches. And if some of the branches were broken off, and you, who are a wild 
olive, were grafted on and you became a partner with the root in the olives 
richness, don't go boasting over against the branches — if you do chat, [remember] 
it isnt you that support the root, θαι che root that supports you. 

You may say, ‘Branches were cut off, so that [ might be grafted on.’ OK — they 
were broken off because of a failure in faith. 
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And you are in place because of faith. Don't start thinking high-and-mighry 
thoughts: be in awe! Because if God didn't spare the branches that belong by right 
to the tree, he won't spare you, either. 

So keep an eye on God's generosity — but also God’s severity. God ts severe on 
those who fail, but generous to you, provided that you persevere in his generosity, 
since you also will be cut off. - 

As for the Jews, provided they do not continue in cheir failure in faith, they will 
be grafted on; for God is well able to graft them on. You see, if you, who were from 
the wild olive [which is of a different species], have been grafted on co the domestic 
olive, how much more will chose who are of the same species be [able to be] grafted 
on to an olive of the same species? 


Paul now comes at last to the question chat he has been circling 
since that agonised opening co Chapter 9. It seems that he almost 
drifts inco the illustration of the branches of the ‘wild olive’ grafted 
on to the root of the ‘domestic olive’, and we may fear that Paul’s 
erip on the techniques of olive-farming is a bit sketchy; nevertheless, 
che point is clear enough: 


* itis al] about the undeserved generosity of God, 
* to which we (whether Jew or Gentile) must respond in faith; 


4 ir is underpinned (as so often before in chis letter) with a "how 
much the more argument. 


Conclusion: God’s mercy 


32 You see, brothers and sisters, | want you to understand this secret, so that you 
should not regard yourselves as clever, because Israel underwent a partial hardening 
until che full number of Gentiles should come in — and that is how all Israel will be 
saved, as it is written, 


‘From Sion the Deliverer shall come forth; 
he shall turn away godlessness from Jacob 
and my covenant shall be cheirs.’4! 
‘When ! take away their sins.’*? 


As far as the spread of the gospel is concerned, they are enemies [of God], on your 
account. 

However, as far as election is concerned, they are beloved, on account of the 
ancestors. 

You see, God's gracious gifts, and God's calling, are not to be revoked. Just as 
you, once upon a time, had no faith in God, but now have received mercy because 
of cheir failure in faich, so [your Jewish brothers and sisters] failed in faith, and you 
received mercy, only so chat they also should now receive mercy. 

For God has imprisoned everyone in failure-in-faith, in order to have mercy on 
everyone. 


4]. Isaiah 59:20, 21 
42. Isarah 27:9 
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We shall not really grasp what Paul is saying, all che way through che 
letter to the Romans, unless we focus all τῆς time on the inner logic 
of his argument, which is, quite simply, that God gives his gift out 
of Jove for us, not out of admiration for our achievements. It follows 
that any complacent smirking on our part is a huge misunder- 
standing, not to say perversion, of God's offer of salvation. We are 
all on the same footing. 


Conclusion: triamphant hymn to God’s mercy 


O the depth of Gad’s wealth and wisdom and knowledge! 


You cant search out his judgements! 
You cannot track down his ways! 
For ‘Whoever knew the mind of the Lord? 
or who was his counsellor?’#? 
‘Or who ever gave [God] anything on account, 
so that they would be repaid?’ 
For from him 
and through him 
and to him 
is all. 
To God be glory for ever. Amen! 


The third main section of the epistle now ends with another of 
Paul's ‘purple passages’. Readers should allow themselves ro be 
‘swept up by the flood of joy here, because it is really this out- 
pouring of love, rather than the impenetrable argumentation, thac 
animates Paul's profoundest insights about what God has done for 
us in Christ. 


Chapters 12~16: Final Section — ‘Bits and Pieces’ 


1-6 
43. leash 40.15 
4. Job 41:11 


The argumentation is all behind us now, and Paul spends the 
remaining five chaprers dealing wich what, from some angles, looks 
like a series of practical instructions such as he frequently offers in 
other epistles - how to live out the gospel. Is he (very diplo- 
matically) referring to difficulties in che Roman Church (or 
churches)? The reader must decide. Notice the great big ‘Se’ with 
which chis new section starts, linking che whole story together. [n 
Romans 1-4 he outlined the plight from which God in Christ has 
delivered humanity, in 5-8 he oudlined our grounds for hope; in 9-11 
he considered God's hidden plan with particular reference to the 
painful question “What about my fellow Jews, then?’ Now, finally. 
he draws out τῆς practical implications for Christian living, 
probably with special reference τὸ difficulties in the Roman Church 
that he and his readers knew about, but which we can only dimly 
reconstruct. 


12" 
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General exhortation 


So | invite you, brothers and sisters, by the mercies of God, to offer your bodies as 
a living, holy sacrifice that is pleasing to God, your rational worship. And dont 
conform to this world — instead Jet yourselves be transformed by renewing your 
minds, so as to test what is God's will, that which is good and pleasing and perfect. 

For, through the grace that was given me, I tell everyone among you not to think 
high-and-mighry thoughts, over and above what 1t is appropriate co think. No -- 
['m telling you that your thinking should lead to sober thoughts, each of you as 
God has apportioned [your] measure of faith. 


For once, Paul's directness of speech seems to have left him; apart from 
a reference to ‘worship’, where he uses Old Testament language, 1 ts 
hard to be sure what he has in mind here. Perhaps we should hear 
the sound of tiptoeing on eggshells. It mighc be chat he is building 
on that splendid passage on which Chapter 11 ended, appealing to 
his readers to respond to the God whose love and mercy he 
celebrated there. But their response must be in terms of the new life 
that Christ offers, not the old life, che sacrifice of dying animals. 

Alternatively, if, as some scholars think, Paul only inserted 
Chapters 9-11 at a later stage, after writing the rest of the letter, 
then these wards go back to the equally splendid passage at the end 
of Chapter 8. 


The image of the Body (borrowed from 1 Corinthians) 


For just as in a single body we have several limbs (or members}, but not all che 
limbs (members) have the same function, so we are one body in Christ, although 
we are many; and we are individually limbs (or members) of each other. We have 
different gifts according to the grace that has been given us: 


If it is prophecy, let ic be proportionate to the faith: 
or if it is service, let it be done in service. 
If one is a teacher, let them do it in teaching. 
If someone is a comforter, Jet it be done in comforting. 
If someone is a contributor, let it be done with single-minded generosicy. 
If someone gives aid, let chem be in earnest. 
If someone shows mercy, they should do it cheerfully. 


In 1 Corinthians, which was written before Romans, Paul made 
excellent use, humorous and penetrating, of the image of the ‘body’, 
trying to bring healing to a divided Church. Here he seems to make 
Jess use of the possibilities of the image, perhaps because the Roman 
Church is less divided than its Corinthian counterpart or (if what 
follows later is raken to hint ac divisions in Rome} because he is 
being diplomatic. Notice, though, char, as in 1 Corinthians, he uses 
the image very adroitly, slipping berween ‘individual bodies’ (12:1) 
and the Body of Christ, which is made up of those individuals with 
their bodies. 
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On Christian living 

Your love should not have any ‘acting’ about it. You should hare evil, clinging to 
the good, devoted to each other in Christian love, giving each other the Icad in 
mutual respect. Don't be idle [when you should be] serious. Stay ‘on the boil’ 
spiritually, serve the Lord. Rejoice in hope; bear up in trouble, be persistent in 
prayer. Take your share in the needs of the saints; make a thing of hospitality. Bless 
your persecutors. Bless them, not curse them! Rejoice with those who rejoice, weep 
with chose who weep. 

Think along the same lines as each other. Don't chink high-and-mighry thoughts 
~ accommodate yourselves to what is lowly. Don’t become thinkers in your own 
esteem. Dont pay back evil for evil. Have a regard for what is honourable in 
everybody's eyes. 

If i¢ is possible on your side, be at peace with everybody. Don’t get your revenge, 
beloved, but leave room for God's wrath, for it is written, ‘Mine is the vengeance — 
it is | who shall repay’,** says che Lord, On the contrary, ‘if your enemy is hungry. 
feed chem. If they are chirsry, give them a drink. For if you do this you will pile 
coals of fre on cheir head." Do not be overcome by evil; instead, overcame evil by 


good. 


In places here one has simply co guess at the grammar, and some- 
umes also at che meaning; but the gist is clear. Paul paints an agreeable 
and attractive piccure of Christianity ac work. Is he implying that 
the Roman Church was nor doing some of the things he mentions 
here as desirable for Christians; or is it simply a list of gencrally 
desirable qualities? 


Respect for the powers that be 


Let everyone submit co the supreme authorities. For chere is no authoriry except 
(that which comes] from God; and those which exist, are appointed by God. 

It follows chat everyone who resists authority is opposed to the ordinance of 
God; and those who are opposed will recetve judgement for themselves. For rulers 
are not a terror for [those of] good behaviour but for [τῆς] bad. Do you want not 
to be afraid of authority? Do what is good, and you will have praise from [chem]. 
For the authority is God's servant for you, to bring about the good. [fon the other 
hand you do what is evil, chen be afraid. Not for nothing does authoriry wear a 
sword — for authority is God's servant, an avenger [who brings God's] wrath on the 
one who does evil. 

[τ is necessary therefore to submit, not only because of the wrath of God, but 
also for the sake of conscience. For this reason also [you should] pay taxes; for they 
are Gods ministers who are engaged on this very task. Repay your debts to 
everybody, tax to the caxman, and excise dury to the excise-man, reverence to those 
to whom reverence is due, honour to those to whom honour ts due. 


Readers are taken quite by surprise when they come to this passage, 
which seems to come out of a clear sky, quite unexpectedly. Worse 


45. Deureronomy 32:35 
46. Proverbs 25:21, 22 
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than that, it was sharnefully used by the apartheid régime in South 
Africa to lecture Church leaders on the importance of obeying the 
law. 

What is going on here? Does it mean that Christians can never 
resist an unjust government? Clearly Christians down che centuries 
have not reached thac conclusion. Ir may be useful co make the 
following points to help che reader think chrough chis passage: 


1. This is Christianiry’s first actempe to work out che relationship 
of the group of Christians to the secular law. It may be doubred 
wherher Paul would have expressed himself in quice these terms 
after he encountered the persecution of Nero, a few years later. 


2. Paul will have seen for himself the advantages that the Roman 
empire gave to the would-be apostle, not least the possibility of 
speedy and safe travel, and the relatively secure despatch of 
letters. 


3. Te is quite possible thar Paul knew char there was an issue about 
paying taxes among the Roman Christians. If che very negative 
attitude to Roman political authoriry that we find in the Book 
of Revelation was one of the strands of opinion in Rome, or if 
some of the members of that church knew some version of the 
story of Jesus’ response co the question about the census tax 
(Mark 12:13-17 and parallels) char may have led to a clash with 
Christians or Jews whose instincts were to preserve the stacus 
quo, then Paul may here be attempting to solve a problem arc 
long range. 

4. There may also be a hidden warning to rulers, such as you often 
find in the Old Testament (see, for exarnple, 1 Samuel 8:10-18), 
that chey are obliged to exercise theic authority appropriately. 


Fulfilling the law 


+19 Actually, the only debt you should have is to love each other. For anyone who loves 
(their neighbour] has fulfilled the law. You see, all chat stuff abouc “You shall noc 
commit adultery, you shall nor kall, you shall not steal, you shall noc desire’,*’ and 
any of the other commandments, are summed up in this saying: “You shall love 
your neighbour as yourself."*® Love does not do any evil co the neighbour — 
therefore love is the fulfilment of the law. 


47. Exodus 20:13, 14 
46. Leviticus 19:18 


[τ is almost impossible τὸ imagine thac Paul does not have in mind 
the story of Jesus’ strikingly sympathetic dialogue with the scribe, 
reported at Mark 12:28-34, significantly, perhaps, in che same chapter 
to which we pointed with regard τὸ the previous passage, about 
submission to authoricy. 
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On staying awake 

(ri4 And especially since you know what time it is, because it is now time for you to be 
aroused from sleep; for our salvation is nearer now than when we came to faith. 
The night is far gone, and the Day has drawn near. Therefore lay aside the works of 
darkness, and lec us put on the weapons that belong τὸ the light. Let us behave 
decently, as chough in broad daylight, not in carousing and drunkenness, not in 
sexual excesses, not in quarrelling and jealousy. 

Instead, put on the Lord Jesus, and it should not be for che flesh chat you are 

taking forethought, to satisfy its appetites. 


Two features of Paul's chought come rogether here. First, his sense 
that the Day (presumably of Jesus’ Second Coming) is not far off. 
Second, Paul holds chat Christians should maintain very high 
standards of behaviour. 

ἰς Paul making general observations about appropriate Chnistian 
behaviour (as perhaps he did in Chapter 12)? Or is he hinting at 
things that may be amiss in che Roman Church? The reader muse 
decide. 


When Christians disagree 


14'2) When someone is weak in faith, accept them, but not for the purpose of getting 
into quarrels about ideological posinons. One person chinks chat he can eat 
anything; the weak person ears [only] vegetables. The person who [is willing to] eat 
anything shouldn't disparage the person who doesn't — for God has accepted him. 
[Likewise] the person who does nor cat should not condemn the onc who does. 
Who are you [to] judge a fellow slave? He will scand or fall before his own Lord; in 
fact he will stand, because the Lord is capable of causing him to stand. One person 
fepards one day as more important than another, anocher person treats all days as 
the same -- cach of them is fully convinced in his own mind. The person who takes 
account of days does so for the Lord. The one who eats, cats for che Lard -- because 
he gives thanks τὸ God. And che one who does not eat — it is for the Lord that he 
abstains from eating; and he gives thanks to the Lord. 

You see, none of us lives just for ourselves, and none of us dies just for ourselves. 
If we live, it is for the Lord thar we live. If we die, it is for the Lord chat we die. So: 
whether we live or whether we die, we belong to the Lord. This was the purpose 
for which Christ died and lived, chat he might be Lord over both the dead and the 
living. 

But you [over there), who are you to judge your fellaw Christian? 

And you. why do you disparage your fellow Christian? For we shall ail stand 
before God's tribunal, because it is written, 

'T live, says che Lord, for τὸ me every knee shall bow 
and every tongue confess τὸ God.” 


Therefore each of us shall give an account of ourselves to God. 
So — let us not go in for any more judging of cach other. Instead, make chis your 
[aim in] judging: not to put an obstacle or a scandal before your fellow Christian. 


49. Leash 45:23 
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] am certain, | am convinced in the Lord Jesus that nothing is profane of itself, the 
exception is that when someone regards it as profane, then it is profane for chat person. 

For if your fellow Christian is grieved because of dietary considerations, you are 
no longer behaving in a loving manner. Don’t let your diet destroy the one for 
whom Christ died. Therefore don’t allow what you regard as good to be reviled. 
Because God's kingdom is not food and drink; God's kingdom is righteousness and 
peace and joy in the Holy Spirit. For the person who serves Christ in chis respect is 
pleasing to God and esteemed among human beings. 

To sum up: let us make our goa] whatever tends τὸ each other's peace and 
upbuilding. Don't tear down God’s work, just for the sake of food. Everything is 
pure, but food is evil when a person eats it in such a way as to cause scandal, 

[τ is good neither to cat meat nor to drink wine, or anything else over which 
your fellow Christian takes offence. As for you, keep to yourself the faith chat you 
have before God. Congrarularions τὸ the person who does not reproach himself or 
herself on a matter which they approve. The person who is in rwo minds whether 
to eat will stand condemned, because [what he does} does not spring from faith; 
and everything that does nor spring from faith is sin. 


We may (once more) hear the sound of Paul tiptoeing through a 
minefield, Not all the details of what he is saying are clear to us; but 
we muse assume thar chey would have been to his readers. Paul 
distinguishes a weak person from a strong; the latter ignores dietary 
rules, and may in so doing shock a weak fellow Christian; ic also 
seems that there may have been disagreement over certain ‘days, 
perhaps Sabbath and Jewish feasts. The answer, as always for Paul, 
goes back to ‘the Lord’ and whar Paul sees as the inevitable conse- 
quence of knowing the Lord: absolute respect for fellow Christians. 
The teaching here echoes his earlier teaching, in Chapter 13, and in 
| Corinthians 12, about the Body of Christ. 


It always comes back to Christ 


15} We who are capable have a dury to put up with the weaknesses of those who are 
less capable and not to please ourselves. Let each of us please our neighbour with 
the aim of doing good, and building [people] up. You see, Christ did πος please 
himself; instead, as it is written, ‘the reproaches of those who reproach you fell on 
me. °° For what was written earlier was written in order co teach us, so that we 
might have hope through the endurance and comfort of the writings. 

May the God who is endurance and comfort grant you che gift to chink the same 
thoughts with each other according to Christ Jesus, in order that with one mouth 
and with one mind you may glorify the God and Father of Our Lord Jesus Christ. 

Therefore accept each other, just as Christ accepted you, τὸ the glory of God. For 
my position is thac Christ became a servant of the circumcision on behalf of God's 
cruth, in order to confirm the promises given to the ancestors, and in order chat the 


Gentiles should [through the (divine) mercy] glorify God, as it is written, 


‘Because of this I shall acknowledge you among the Gentiles, 
and | shall sing praise to your name.’*! 


50. Psalm 69:9 
51. 2 Samuel 22:50; Psalm 18:49 
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1414 


17-21 


And again he says, 
‘Rejoice, Gentiles, with his people.’ 
And again, 
All Gentiles, praise the Lord, 


and let all the people praise him." 
And again Isaiah says, 


‘There shall be a root of Jesse 
and the one who shal! arise ta rule the Gentiles: 


in him the Gentiles shall hope.’ 


May the God of hope fill you with all joy and peace by your faith, so chat you may 
abound in hope, by the power of the Holy Spirit. 


Notice, not for the first time, how for Paul it always comes back to 
Christ; what he has done, we must also do, and then Christian 
communities will look as they should. The reference to ‘thinking 
the same thoughts’ is also found in Philippians 2, as he introduces 
the great hymn to Christ, and we may remember that ic was in 
Philippi that Evadia and Syneyche were squabbling, seriously enough 
for the news to have reached Paul in prison. Notice, too, the 
coherence of Paul's thought; when he sums up his message, ‘accept 
each other, just as Christ accepted you to the glory of God’, we are 
right back in the main argument of the epistle. 


Paul talks to the Jewish Community in Rome 


My brothers and sisters, [ too, for my part am certain abour you, that you are full 
of goodness, replete with all knowledge, well able to give each other admonitions. | 
have written to you a little bir boldly, just as a reminder to you, because οἵ the 
grace given to me by God, for me to be a minister of Christ Jesus to the Gentiles, 
to serve the gospel as a priest. This is in order that che Gentiles’ offering should be 
acceptable, consecrated in the Holy Spirit. 


This is not the only time in Romans that Paul uses this liturgical 
language: see 12:1. Is he trying to snare the attention of his Jewish 
readers, and win them to his side? 


Paul’s ministry 

Therefore | have matter for boasting in Christ Jesus, in my work for God. For | 
shall not have the nerve to speak of anything that Christ did not accomplish 
through me, [to bring] che Gentiles into obedience, in word and deed, by powerful 
signs and porrents, by the power of God's Spirit. 


52. Deuteronomy 32:43 
53, Psalm 17:1 
54. Isaiah 11:10 
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The result is that 1 have completed [the task of] preaching the gospe! from 
Jerusalem, ina circle as far as Illyricum. I made it my ambition to preach the gospel 
where Christ had not been named, so that I should not build on anyone's foundation, 
but, as 1{ is written, 


‘They shall see τὸ whom it has not been announced about him, 
and those who have not heard will underscand. ὁ" 


See how it always comes back to Christ. Remember the opening 
words of the epistle: ‘Paul, a slave of Jesus Christ’. That is the ground 
and root of all chat he is rrying to do in this letter, che basis of his 
mission to the Gentiles, the insistence on what Christ, God, the 
Spirit have done. That is why he has gone from Jerusalem to what 


used co be called Yugoslavia, and why he is proposing to travel still 
Further. 


Why Paul wants to come to Rome 


For this reason | have often been prevented from coming to you. Now, however, 
since | no longer have opportunity in these regions, and since | have for many 
years cherished a desire to come to you, so as to journey to Spain; for | am hoping 
to see you as I pass through, and co be helped on my way by you, as long as [ can 
have some enjoyment of your company first. 

My plan at present is to go to Jerusalem, to give [material] support to the saints. 
For Macedonia and Achaia have decided to offer some solidarity with the poor 
among the saints who are in Jerusalem. They have decided -- and indeed they owed 
them something. For gtven chat those Gentiles have shared in [Jerusalems] 
spiritual pifts, they owe it to them to minister to them with material gifts. So when 
I have accomplished this, and have ‘signed, sealed and delivered’ chis sum into 
their hands, I shall return by way of you into Spain. I am certain that when | come 
to you it will be in the fullness of Christ's blessing. 

Ι implore you, brothers and sisters, through our Lord Jesus Christ, and through 
the love of the Spirit, to be my allies in che battle, supporting me with your prayers 
on my behalf to God, chat I may be delivered from disobedient unbelievers in 
Judaea, and that my assistance to Jerusalem may turn out to be acceptable to the 
saints, so that | may come to you with joy, and, if God wills, have some rest and 
recreation with you. 

The God of peace be with you all. Amen. 


Paul has already indicated (1:10-15) why he wants to visit che 
Roman Church. The reasons there were: 


\. τὸ share a spiritual gift wich them and strengthen them; 
2. to get same mucual comfort from each other's faith; 

3, to bear fruit in Rome, as he had among other Gentiles; 
4 


to preach his gospel in Rome. 


55. ἢ 52:15 
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He gives cwo further reasons here. First, he has done all he can, from 
Rome τὸ what we used to call Yugoslavia, and he wants to go to 
Spain, passing through Rome on the way. Second, and we may hazard 
a guess that chis was uppermost in his mind, he wants their prayers 
and moral supporc when he takes the collection from ‘Macedonia 
and Achaia (Philippi and Corinth, perhaps his rwo favourite 
churches) to the impoverished Christians in Jerusalem. It is even 
possible that his collection might be rejected; the intemperate 
language of Paul's letter to che Galatians (which was, we recall, 
written before Romans) will have cost him dear in Jerusalem, and it 
was possible chac they might refuse to accept the collection ‘from 
such a tainted source’. There were strong connections becween the 
Jerusalem Christians and those in Rome, and Paul may have wanced 
the Roman Church to assist him, not only with their prayers, but 
also wich a friendly ‘e-mail’ τὸ che effect chac “Paul's all right’. Hence 
the uncharactenistically diplomatic tone of the Letter to the 
Romans. 

The ending sounds almost like a brief farewell, and some have 
argued that che letter originally ended here; but Paul normally 
concludes with several personal greetings, which is what Chapter 16 
now gives us. 


The commendation of Phoebe 


16 I recommend Phoebe to you, a fellow Chrisuan of ours, and deacon of the Church 


+16 


of Cenchreae. 1 ask you to welcome her ta τῆς Lord, in ἃ manner appropriate to 
the saints, and τὸ help in any marter in which she may need your [help]. For she 
has been of preat assistance to many, including myself. 


The transtators tend to call Phoebe a ‘deaconess, but thar is not 
whar che Greek says. Now ic muse be admitted that a ‘deacon’ has 
presumably not yet taken on quite the hierarchical sense chat it 
would attain just a licde bit lacer, bur Phoebe, unmistakably a 
woman, is equally unmistakably a figure of some importance for 
Paul. if Chapter 16 belongs here, it looks as though she may have 
been the person entrusted with bearing this weightiest of Pauline 
letters to its intended recipients. Not only chat, but she has evidendly 
helped Paul and many other Corinthians. And she is an official of 
some kind in the church at Cenchreae. Cenchreae was the 
eastemmmost port of Corinth, therefore certainly a wealthy suburb in 
its own right; and Phoebe may well have been influential among the 
Christians of Corinth also. Paul was not necessarily the ‘male 
chauvinist pig’ τῆλε his detractors somerimes depict. 


An endless (and pointless?) list of greetings 

Greet Prisca and Aquila, my fellow workers in Christ Jesus. They put their necks 
on the line for me, and ] am graceful co them; and not just me, bur all the Gentile 
churches also. And do greet che church ar ther house. 
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Greet Epainetus my beloved, the first convert [literally ‘firse-fruits’, another 
usage of Old Testament cultic language] to Christ in Asia. 

Greet Maria, who has laboured hard among you. 

Greet Andronicus and Junia, my kinsfolk and fellow prisoners; they are 
conspicuous apostles, and were Christians before I was. 

Greetings to Ampliacus, my beloved in the Lord. - 

Greetings τὸ Urbanus, my fellow worker in Christ, and Stachys my beloved. 

Greetings to Apelles, a respected Christian. Greet those in the house of 
Aristoboulos. 

Greetings co Herodion, my fellow Jew. 

Greetings to those in the house of Narcissus who are in the Lord. 

Greetings to Tryphaena and Tryphosa, who worked hard in the Lord. 

Greetings to beloved Persis — she worked hard in the Lord. 

Greetings ro Rufus, that outstanding Christian; greetings to his mother (whom | 
regard as my own mother), 

Greetings to Asynkritos, Phlegon, Hermes, Patrobas, Hermas, and all the 
brochers and sisters with them. 

Greetings to Philologus and Julia, Nereus and his sister, and Olympus, and all] 
the saints who are with chem. 

Greet each other with a holy kiss. 

All che churches of Christ send you greetings. 


This section is never read in church; and you can see why. The 
reader may be puzzled why Paul should in this case single out so 
many people for mention. The reason, | suggest, is quite a simple 
one: Paul is on something of a diplomatic mission here, and one of 
his aims at this point is co remind che Christian churches in Rome 
that chey have a good many people known to them who can vouch 
for him. They might live in Rome, or they might be frequent 
visitors to the capital. Nor is chis at all improbable: Rome was that 
sort of place, for one thing, ‘all roads lead τὸ Rome’, and a good 
many of the empires inhabitants drifted through, rather to the 
annoyance of some old-fashioned Romans. For another thing, Paul 
himself was an inveterate traveller, and all Christians who travelled 
will have sought out the group of fellow believers in whatever city 
they reached. So there will have been a pood many meetings and 
conversations, in various parts of the Mediterranean world, on 
which Paul can build his appeal here. 

There are cwo things for us to notice here, First, the number of 
women (Prisca, Maria, Junia, Tryphaena, Teyphosa, Persis, Julia, 
Rufus's mother, Nereus’s sister, and any others included in the 
general lise}. Second, notice the range of cultures and soctal classes. 
Among those with Latin names we have: Prisca, Aquila, Maria (if 
she is not Miriam, in which case her name would be Hebrew or 
Aramaic), Junia, Ampliatus, Urbanus, Rufus and Julia. Greek names 
include several that may well belong to freedmen or slaves: 
Epainetus, Andronicus, the household of Narcissus, Tryphaena and 
Tryphosa, Persis, Asynkritos, Phlegon, Hermes, Patrobas, Hermas, 
Philelogus, Nereus, Olympas. And there are names that suggest a 
Semitic background; Miriam (if she is not Maria), Apelles, the 
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houschold of Aristoboules, and Herodion. In addition, we should 
remember the Jewish practice of having a Hebrew name as well as a 
name in the local vernacular, so some of the Latin and Greek names 
may also be given to people of Jewish origin. This is certainly the 
case for Prisca and Aquila, for example. 

Paul may be making a point here about the inclusiveness of God's 
love. That is whar che whole lecrer has been about, of course. 


A final plea for unity 


Ι implore you, brothers and sisters, to watch out for chase who cause divisions and 
offence, contrary to the teaching that you have learnt. Avoid them. For people like 
this are not slaves of Jesus Christ. Instead they are slaves of their own bellies, and 
because of their plausible speech and pious language, they [can] deceive the hearts 
of che unsuspecting. 

You see, everyone has heard about your obedience, and so | rejoice over you; but 


I want you to be wise wich regard to the good, but innocent with regard ta what is 


The God of peace will swiftly crush Satan under your feet. 
The grace of Our Lord Jesus be wath you. 


For Paul, unity was one of che indispensable marks of the Christian 
churches; and rebuilding unity is in part what this letter has been 
about. Whatever makes for division, according to Paul, cannot be 
from the Spirit of God. If we are, like Paul, and, unlike ‘those who 
cause divisions and offence’, genuinely ‘slaves of Jesus Christ’, then 
our tendency will be τὸ faster unity rather chan division. We can 
guess from Chapter 14 thar there have been divisions in Rome, 
though Paul does not precisely say so, and Paul ts determined to 
help chem out of their strife. 


Greetings from Christians in Corinth 

Greetings to you from Timothy my co-worker, and from Lucius and Jason, and 

Sosipater, my fellow Jews. 
Greetings to you from mre, Tertius, who am writing this letter in the Lord! 
Greetings to you from Gaius, my host, and host of the whole Church here. 
Greetings from Erastus, the city treasurer, and Quartus, who is also a Christian. 


Once again, Paul insists on passing on greetings: for him this was an 
important thing co do. Timothy, half-Jewish and a ream-mare of 
Paul's; Lucius, Jason and Sosipater could be Jewish, by the sound of 
their Greek names. Tertius (Paul's unfortunate secretary), Quartus 
(Tertius’s brother?), and Gaius (who has a house big cnough to contain 
a huge group of Christians at once), all have Latin names. Erastus 
has a Greek mame, and is evidendy an importante city ofhcial. 

Incidentally, he could be che ‘aedile’ (or ‘treasurer’) named in an 
inscnipoon on 2 pavement thar was recently discovered in old Connth. 
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A mysterious conclusion 


To the One who can strengthen you, according to my gospel and according τὸ the 
preaching of Jesus Christ, according to the revelation of the mystery that was 
wrapped in silence for eternal ages, but has at lase been made known in the 
prophetic writings, in accordance with the decree of the eternal God, and has been 
made known to all che Gentiles for the obedience of faith, to the only wise God, 
through Jesus Christ, to whom be the glory for ever. Amen. 


These closing verses, which are unmistakably from Paul’s hand, and 
clearly fir che main argument of the epistle, are found in various 
places in the manuscripts: after Chapter 14, or after Chapter 15, or 
both at che end of Chapter 14 and in cheir presenc position. For our 
purpose that does noc really matter, though it may raise questions 
about whether Chapter 16 was originally a part of the letter. 

Notice how Paul begins and ends (as always) with God and Jesus 
Christ; how he speaks of ‘my gospel’, which Paul has been defending: 
how he links his message to the ‘prophetic wriangs, while admiccing 
the divine silence on the matter; notice his phrase ‘obedience of 
faith’; and, finally, che face that che message is made known to ‘all 
the Gentiles, 
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Introduction 


[f you move from Romans directly to 1 Corinthians, you cannot help but be struck 
by the difference of tone, far less measured and far more intimate than che previous 
letcer. When Paul wrote to the Romans, he was addressing a community that he 
had not founded, and who had reason to be suspicious of him. With che Corinthians 
he had a more intimate relationship, so that the reader will find thac he mixes 
affection and anger τὸ a degree that can seem remarkable until we remember that 
this is how chings happen in families. 
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The opening address 


Paul, called [to be] an apostle of Jesus Christ through the will of God; and 
Sosthenes [our} fellow Christian, co the Church of Gad which is in Corinth: to 
those who have been made holy in Christ Jesus, [who have been] called [τὸ be| 
saints, along with all chose who call upon the name of Our Lord Jesus Chris in every 
place, both their Lord and ours: grace to you and peace, from God our Father and 
the Lord Jesus Chrise. 


In the ancienc world, as in the modern world, the opening lines of a 
letter could very often be a mere formialicy; but Paul makes che conven- 
tions of letter writing work for him. We notice the following points: 
¢ He ts ‘called to be an apostle . . . chrough the will of Gad’. This is 
not a job which he has chosen for himself, but one for which he 
believes he has a divine vocation. 

Paul is not alone, but operating in solidartey wich other ‘fellow 
Christians’, such as Sosthenes. 

Notice his obsession with Jesus, who is mentioned four times in 
these three verses. It sometimes seems that Paul can hardly write a 
sentence without mentioning his beloved. 

One of the difficulties of Corinth was that the Christians there had 
something of an obsession with their own spiritual achievements. 
See how delicately he reminds chem ‘who have been made holy... 
who have been called to be saincs’, that like him they are the 
beneficiaries of God's generous action. 

* Obsession with our own achievements can blind us co the claims 
of others. Hence Paul’s reference, again rather delicate, to ‘all chose 
who call upon the name (i.¢. not juste in Corinth) and to ‘both 
their Lord and ours’ (i.e. Jesus is not their private property). 
Note, finally, the end of the address: ‘grace and peace’ are wished 
on them, ‘from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ’. Keep 
in mind, but do not yet answer this question: what is the relative 
status for Paul of God and the Lord Jesus Christ? 


It may help you in your reading of the letter to know that {as Paul 
indicates at 7:1) the Corinthians have written him a (possibly rathet 
self-satisfied) letter, with lots of questions to Paul; we may imagine 
them wondering, all the way through the firse six chapters, when he 
IS BOINg fo per round to answering it. 


The thanksgiving 


[ give thanks to my God all the time about you, because of the grace chat has been 
given τὸ you in Christ Jesus. Because you have been ennched in him in every 
respect, in every kind of speech, and in every kind of knowledge, just as che 
testimony of Christ has been confirmed in you. The resule is chat you are lacking in 
none [of God's] free gifts, and you are waiting for the revelation of Our Lord Jesus 
Christ. He will confirm you to the end as blameless in the day of Our Lord Jesus 
Christ. God is faithful, chrough whom you were called inco the solidarity of his son 
Jesus Christ Our Lord. 
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It was conventional in Paul’s world to add a thanksgiving co the 
gods after the opening of a letter; but Paul really makes it work for 
him -- it is no mere formality. Once again, he emphasises chat what 
has happened to the Corinthians is not their achievement. He 
speaks of ‘the grace chat has been given co you in Christ Jesus . . . 
you have been enriched . . . the testrmony has been confirmed in 
you... God's free gifts’ (or ‘charisms’). He even tells them that ‘you 
are waiting for the revelation of Our Lord Jesus Christ, when 
perhaps they thought chey had already received it, and rhae any 
‘blamelessness’ of theirs was their own doing. 

We should also notice Paul’s use of the word that I have translated 
as ‘solidarity’. This is a very important part of his understanding of 
Christianity. The Greek word is £esnonia, and it means things like 
‘partnership, union, community, communion, teamwork’. So it is a 
very cich word — and it points to something thac the Corinthians 
desperately lacked. 

Notice, once again, Paul's obsession with Jesus Christ, and ask, 
once more, what status he gives him. See in particular how the Old 
Testament idea of the ‘Day of che Lord’ has become ‘the Day of Our 
Lord Jesus Christ’, and ponder what Paul is saying here. 


Confronting division 

I beg you, my fellow Chrisuans, through the name of Our Lord Jesus Christ, that 
you all say the same thing; and [I beg you] not to have divisions among you, but 
that you should be made complete in che same mind and the same way of thinking. 
For it has been revealed to me about you, my fellow Christians, by Chloe's people, 
thar there are squabbles among you; what I mean is that each of you is saying ‘I’m 
for Paul, or “I’m for Apollos, or ‘I'm for Kephas.” Well fa for Christ! 

Is Christ divided? Was it Paul chat was crucified for you? Was ic in Paul’s name 
that you were baptised? I give thanks co God chat | baptised none of you (except 
Crispus and Gaius), so that no one can say you were baptised in my name. (And | 
also baptised the household of Stephanas; buc 1 don’t know that I baptised anyone 
else.) 

You see, Christ did nor send me τὸ baptise but to preach the good news -- not 
wich clever speeches. Otherwise, the Cross of Christ might be emptied [of meaning]. 


Paul wastes no time in approaching the point, The Christians in 
Corinth were divided. They were not ‘saying che same thing’ (compare 
Philippians 2:2 for a similar appeal, based likewise on Christ and on 
the gospel). Paul is clearly furious about che divisions, which the 
Corinthians have presumably πος mentioned in their letter to him, 

How many parties were there ac Corinth? Ac least chree, and perhaps 
four, each attached co a particular personality. In the translation | 
have taken ir as three (and chere is a weight of scholarship on what 
each of these might have stood for), and the fourth as Paul's grim 
comment on their divisions: ‘as for me, 7 belong to Christ’; bur it 
has to be said chat not all scholars would agree. 
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Then Paul attacks those who were marching up and down with 
placards reading ‘Viva Paul, viva!’ (and presumably he would apply 
the same analysis to che other parties, bur diplomatically avoids the 
trap). Christ is (as always} the central figure for Paul; Christe (not 
Paul) was crucified for them, and it was in Christ's name that they 
were baptised (noc Paul's, or Apollos's or Kephas’s). This is perhaps 
why Paul gets into chat confusion about whom precisely he had 
baptised, a confusion that [ have tried to convey by the use of 
parentheses. I imagine him dictating in a room in Stephanas's house 
in Ephesus, perhaps in Stephanas's presence; he says, 1 baptised 
none of you’, at which Stephanas hisses, ‘You baptised Crispus and 
Gaius’; Paul chen makes the necessary correction and proceeds, only 
to be stopped by another hiss: “You baptised ewr household! Bur 
you may like to chink of other explanations of the text as it stands. 
He returns, however, co Christ, as always, and to the importance of 
the Cross, a cheme with which he will stay for a while. 


The rhetoric of the Cross 


For the rhetoric of the Cross is stupidity to chose who are on cheir way to destruction, 
whereas to us who are on our way to salvation it is the power of God. For it is 
written, 


‘] shall destroy che wisdom of the wise 
and the intelligence of che intelligent | shall bring τὸ nothing.’ 


Where is the clever man? Where is τῆς literate person? Where is the debater of this 
age? Has not God rendered stupid the world’s ‘cleverness? For since — by God's 
wisdom -- the world did not know God through its wisdom, God was pleased τὸ 
save belicvers through the stupidity of [our] proclamation. Furthermore, since Jews 
demand miraculous signs and Greeks go looking for wisdom, we for our part 
proclaim Christ — Christ crucified! For jews this is an affronr; for Gentiles it is 
stupidiry. However, to chose who are called, whether they are Jews or Gentiles, it is 
Christ, God's power and God's wisdom. Because God's stupidiry is wiser than 
human beings and God's weakness is stronger than human beings. 


This is a passage of breathtaking audacity on Paul's part. The word 
chat I have cranslated ‘rhetortc’ is ‘word’, and can also mean ‘speech, 
and even ‘reason’ or ‘rationality’. For Paul, che ‘spin doctors’ of Corinth 
had nothing τὸ do with God's message, which is so different from 
their quest for applause that Paul expresses it in a series of daring 
paradoxes, berween ‘cleverness’ (or ‘wisdom’) and ‘stupidity’, and 
berween ‘strength’ and ‘weakness’. The ultimate paradox, of course, 
is chat of che Cross — che miserable death of a condemned and 
rebellious slave — which Paul sees as God's key move in the saving of 
the world. This insight enables Paul even to alk of “God's stupidity’ 
and ‘God's weakness! 
The quotation is from Isaiah 29:19. 
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When God called the Corinthians 


Ι "72 Think about how you were called, brothers and sisters. Not many of you were 


‘clever’, as people understand it; not many were influential or nobly born. It was 
che stupid chings of the world whom God chose, to shame the ‘clever’; it was the 
weak things of the world whom God chose, to shame the ‘strong; and it was the 
‘low-born’ and the ‘despised’ of the world whom God chose, the ‘non-existent, in 
order to cancel out the ‘existent’, so that no human being might boast before God. 

But it is [thanks co) him that you exist in Christ Jesus, who became our ‘clever- 
ness from God’ and ‘righteousness’ and ‘sanctification’ and ‘redemption’, so that as 
it is written, 


‘Let the one who boasts, boast in the Lord.’ 


And so it was that when 1 came to you, my fellow Christians, | came not with any 
superior rhetoric or cleverness when [ proclaimed God's mystery to you. For | 
determined that all I would ‘know’ among you was Jesus Christ -- and [Jesus Christ] 
crucifed, ar thar! And as for myself, tc was in weakness and fear and great 
trembling thac I came to you. And my speaking was not a matter of seductive and 
clever rhetoric; I simply demonstrated the power of che Spirit. My aim was that 
your faith should nor depend on human cleverness, so much as on God's power. 


We must imagine a srunned and perhaps indignant silence as these 
words were read out in whichever house che Corinthian Christians 
were pathered that Sunday. If they were rather fancying themselves 
as a cut above the rest they will noc have been terribly pleased to 
hear themselves described as ‘stupid things, weak things, ‘low-born 
and despised’ and ‘non-existent’. Bur we shall get Paul wrong if we 
think of him here as simply trying to put chem in their place. There 
is, undeniably, a touch of chat, but Paul’s main aim is to lead the 
focus of cheir attention away from themselves and towards God and 
Jesus. 

We notice, once again, Pauls emphasis, in chis context, on the 
crucifixion. 

And, finally, the circumstances of his first arrival in Corinch are 
credibly related in Acts 18. Paul's ‘fear and trembling’ may have 
been either because of the kind of place thar Corinth was, where 
only the streerwise survived, or because of failure in Athens, when 
they had laughed at him on the Areopagus because he had spoken 
of resurrection. 

The quotation about ‘the one who boasts’ is from Jeremiah 9:23. 


The difference between the human and the divine approaches 


We speak of ‘cleverness’ among initiates: bur not the cleverness of this world nor of 
the rulers of this world, who are being abolished. Instead we are speaking of the 
cleverness of God, which is wrapped up in a mystery, [the cleverness] which God 
marked out beforehand, before the worlds [existed], for our glory. This ‘cleverness’ 
[or: ‘wisdom’] none of the rulers of this world recognised. For if they had done, 
they would never have crucified the Lord of Glory. Instead, as it ts written, 
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‘What eye has not seen and ear not heard, 
and [what] has not come on the human heart, 
what God has made ready for those who love him.’ 


It is to us that God has revealed [11] through the Spirit. For the Spirit searches 
everything, even the depths of God. For who among humans knows che affairs of 
the human person, except the spirit of that person which is in them? 

Similarly, no one knows the affairs of God excepr the Spirit af God. We, 
however, have not received the spirit of the world, but che Spirit chat comes fram 
God, so that we may know the free gifts that God has lavished on us, the things 
that we speak of, not in the Jearned rhetoric of human cleverness, but in the 
‘rhetoric’ that is caught by the Spirit, interpreting spiritual things to spiritual! 
people. The person who lives merely on the human level does not accept what belongs 
to che Spirit of God; for they regard it as stupidity, and they can’t grasp it, because 
it is discerned spiritually. But the spiritual person investigates everything 
spiritually; but the spiritual person herself or himself is not investigated by anybody. 
For “Who has known the Lord’s mind, so as to instruct him?’ 

But as for as, we have the mind of Christ! 


You will see chat it is very difficult to decide berween ‘cleverness’ and 
‘wisdom as alternative translations of the Greek word sophia, because, 
as Paul uses it here, there is a bit of both. The heart of the macter 
here is the profound distinction, not to say yawning abyss, berween 
God's way of doing things, and the way of the ‘flesh’ or ‘unreformed 
humanity’. Paul speaks of τῆς ‘natural’ or ‘unspiritual’ person; the 
Greek word psychtkos is used rather oddly here, buc clearly it is 
intended τὸ contrast with the ‘spiricual’ person, who operates in 
God's way. I have tried to express the contrast by way of τῆς idea of 
the ‘person who lives merely on the human level’, buc nothing quite 
captures the sense of che original. The point is chat τῆς Corinthians 
were so Haunting their ‘wisdom chat they did not grasp that it was 
merely ‘cleverness when set against what God was ahout in Christ. 

The citation “What eye has not seen. . .᾽ is from Isaiah 64:3, 
‘Who has known the Lord's mind .. .” is from Isaiah 40:13. 


Two metaphors for unity: a garden, and a building 


My brothers and sisters, ic was impossible for me to address you as spiritual beings: 
[] could only address you) as belonging to the flesh, as ‘infants’ in Christ. I gave 
you milk to drink, not solid food, because you werent up to it. And even now you 
are not up τὸ it: for you are still belonging to the flesh, Because whenever chere is 
factionalism and squabbling among you, aren't you still belonging to the flesh? 
[Aren't you still] behaving as human beings? 

For example, whenever someone says, “Well, {belong to Paul’, and someone else 
says, ‘f belong to Apollos’ -- aren't you merely human? So what is ‘Apollos? Or 
what is ‘Paul’? [Merely] servants, through whom you came to faith, in each case 
according as the Lord granted them. It was 1 who planted; it was Apollos who 
irrigated, but it was God who made it grow. The one who planted and the one who 
irrigated are just the same; each of chem will get their own reward, according to 
cheir labour. 
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For [Apollos and I] are just God's collaborators. You are God's garden. 

Or [if you like], you are God's building. In accordance with God's grace given to 
me, like a clever master builder, | laid a foundation, and someone else built on top. 
Ler each one check how they build on top. In facr, no one can puc down any 
foundation other chan the existing one, which is Jesus Christ. And if a person 
builds on top of the foundation, gold, silver, precious stones, timber, hay, or straw, 
each one’s work will become clear. For the Day will show it up; because it is revealed 
through fire. And the fre will test each persons work, [and reveal] what che quality 
is. If the work char a person has built on [to che foundation) turns out to be 
permanent, they'll get their reward; but if a person's work gets burnt up, they'll be 
punished (bur they will be saved, although with a scorching, as it were). Dont you 
know that you people are the Temple of God, and that the Spirit of God dwells 
among you? 

If someone destroys the Temple of God, God will destroy chat person: for God's 
Temple is holy — and ir is you people who are that Temple! 


Paul starts by reminding his Corinchians (and, once again, we may 
envisage a not entirely comfortable silence as this portion of the 
lecter is read out in the house-church) of how immature they were 
when he frst evangelised them. And chings do not appear co have 
progressed, sadly enough, for they are sté/ immature! The evidence 
is their readiness to divide into factions, principally, ir would seem, 
‘Apollonians’ and ‘Paulists’, When they do sa, they are missing the 
point, which is chat Christ ts the foundation, and Christ ‘is the 
Church. 

To get the message across, Pau] uses cwo metaphors. The first is 
that of a garden, where Paul and Apoilos are only gardeners (although 
the reader will perhaps reflect that as the plancer, Paul may have a 
certain priority over Apollos!); and what matters is what God does. 

The second metaphor will run throughout the letter; it is che idea 
of a ‘building’, where Paul (once again quietly claiming priarity) 
laid the foundation, while Apollos (and others) has builc che 
superstructure, in materials of varying gualicy. Once again, che key 
point concerns Christ: Christe is che foundation. This leads into a 
further development of the image, that of the congregation as 
Temple of God, and now we can see, clearly exposed for the frst 
aime, che seriousness with which Paul views any division in the Church, 
and his horror of those who cause such division. We are not far here 
from che image of the ‘body’, which in Chaprer 12 Paul is going τὸ 
use, creatively and with humour, to urge the cause of Christian 
unity. Gad is the one who matters. 


Summarising the argument so far 


3'*45 Let no one fool himself or herself, [ΠΕ someone chinks they are ‘clever’ by modern 
standards, let them become stupid, in order to become [really] clever. For this 
world’s ‘cleverness’ is stupidity before God. For it is written, 


‘The one who seizes the clever in their craftiness’, and again, 


“The Lord knows the reasonings of the “clever” — they lead nowhere.’ 
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So -- let no one boast in human beings. For everyebing belongs to you: Paul. 
Apollos, Kephas, che universe, life, death, things present and things to come -- 
everything belongs to you. And you belong to Christ. And Christ belongs to God. 


So a person should account us as servants of Christ, and as stewards of God's 
mystenes. What people look for in stewards is that they should curn out to be reliable. 

Ic ts of absolucely no interest τὸ me that 1 should be judged by you. or by any 
human Day {of Reckoning]. I don’t even judge myself. For I have nothing on my 
conscience; but that does not mean that God acquits me -- it is the Lord who 
judges me. So — no premature judgement of anything, until the Lard comes; and 
he will shed light on the secret places in τῆς darkness, and reveal the thoughts of 
hearts. So each one will get their praise from God, 


Here Paul pulls the argumenc together; his tone is a bir irritable ac 
this point, which suggests that the criticisms (presumably of rhe 
‘Apollonians) have got to him. He is still using the word ‘clever’ or 
‘wise (it ts obviously on the table, berween him and the Corinthians), 
still reminding them of the centrality of God, and the relativicy of 
all human factions and all human assessment. 

‘The one who seizes the clever...” is Job 5:13; the mexe line is 


from Psalm 94:11, 


‘Puffed up’ — Paul curns to sarcasm 


All this, my fellow Christians, [ have applied to myself and Apollos, on your 
account. | want you to learn from our situation the [meaning of] ‘nothing beyond 
what is written’, so chat you should not get ‘puffed up’ on behalf of one [of us] 
against the other. 

For who ts distinguishing you? What do you bave thar you did not receive? And 
if you received [everything], why boast, as though you had not received it? You are 
already sated! You are already wealthy! Without any help from us you are already 
reigning monarchs! 

If only you sere already reigning — then we could reign along with you! 

You see, I think that God has shown us apostles up as last in the queuc, as [gladh- 
ators] who are going to die; because we have become a public spectacle, for angels 
and for human beings. We are fools on Christ's account, whereas you are intelligence 
in Christ. We are weak, whereas you are strong. You are glorious, whereas we are 
dishonoured. Right down to this present momenc we are borh hungry and thirsty; 
we are poorly cloched, and roughly treated. and of no Axed abode, and we struggle 
away, working with our own hands. When [they] revile us, we bless [chem]; when 
they persecute us, we put up with it. When they slander us, we are conciliatory. We 
have become the scum of the universe, and everybody's scrapings. right down to 
this moment. 


For the frst time, Paul uses the word chat | have translated ‘puffed 
up. Apart from once in Colossians (2:18), 1 Corinthians is the only 
New Testament texte chat employs the word (see 4:6, 18, 19: 5:2; 
8:1; 13:4). It is possible thac it was a term already ‘on the table’, 
between Paul and his Corinthians, and so I have put it into inverted 
commas. It carries the idea of one of chose coads thac frightens off 
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its enemies by blowing itself up into a kind of football, and Paul 
uses it of his opponents, τὸ indicate that they are not ‘the real ching’. 
So the issue here is not that berween Apollos and Paul, but the 
problem berween different Corinthian factions. Paul ts very cross, 
though, as the sarcasm of this passage indicates. We also notice that 
he hints ac the suffering that he has endured for che gospel’s sake; 
and the Corinthians must have known about tt, or there would have 
been no point in Paul’s mentioning it. But the sarcasm, and the 
insistence on his own suffering, also reveals something of the slightly 
uncertain relationship he had with che Corinthian Christians. 


Corinthian factionalism — the final appeal 


{Don't get me wrong] — I'm not writing this to you in order to make you ashamed, 
but to admonish my beloved children. You may have had ten chousand tutors in 
Christ — but nor all chat many fathers. For in Christ Jesus, through the gospel, it is 
{who fathered you. 

So I'm bepging you, sisters and brothers, start behaving like me. That's why I 
send Timothy (he is my beloved and reliable child in the Lord), for him to remind 
you of my ways of doing chings in Christ Jesus, just as 1 reach them everywhere, in 
every church. 

Some people got ‘puffed up [thinking that] it was not me that was coming. [ 
shall come to you soon enough (if the Lord wills), and then I shall hind out, not the 
rhetoric of those ‘puffed-up’ people, bue what they can do. 

For the kingdom of God is nor abour rhetoric but abour what people can 
actually do. So tts your choice: do you want me to come to you with a cane, or do 
you want me to come to you in ilove, and with a gentle spirit? 


Paul is shortly to move on to another issue, so he is bringing this 
issue of their divisions to an end. The Corinthians may (if Paul was 
not looking ac them when they did sa) have raised a quizzical eyebrow 
at his claim thac he was not trying to make them ‘ashamed’, especially 
when he concludes with a threat to administer corporal punishment. 
We should notice, however, the unmistakable affection that Paul 
feels for chose whom he regards as his children. 

Nevertheless, they have to get it right, and there is a hrm warning 
(to which he will return later) that chey must be respectful to 
Timothy when he comes; but it is clear chat Paul would prefer the 
relationship to remain affectionate. 


Incest in the community! 


It is actually reported that there is sexual immorality among you; and it is sexual 
immorality of a sort that [you will] not even [find] among the Gentiles: one [of 
you] has his father’s woman! 

You people really are ‘puffed up’ — shouldn't you rather be in mourning, and 
have the one who commits the crime removed from your community? 

Ι am physically absent; but in the spirit I am present, and as one who is virtually 
present, this is my final verdict on the person who has committed this crime: 
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In the name of Our Lord Jesus 
with you gathered as ἃ community, and my spirit being there with you, 
with the power of Our Lord Jesus, 
a person of this sort is to be handed over to Satan 
for the destruction of his flesh 
so thar his spirit may be saved on che Day of the Lord. 


There is nothing pretry about your boasting. Don’t you realise thar [ir only takes] a 
lirtle leaven to leaven the whole lump of dough? Purge out the old leaven, so that 
you may be a new dough, just as you have none of che [old] leaven. 

You see, our Passover has been sacrificed -- it is Christ! So let us celebrate the 
Passover festival, not with the old leaven, the leaven of evi! and wickedness, but 
with the unleavened bread of sincerity and truth. 


Paul's horror here is unmistakable. As a good Jew, he had been 
brought up to believe in the ancient wisdom chat our sexual drive is 
(oo Important and roo powerful to be deployed outside che bond of 
marriage. Corinth, however, like many another international city 
(particularly, for some reason, cities wich harbours and docks), was 
notorious for its sexual behaviour, although it is possible thar che 
reputation was overdone. The crime here is that of incest with a 
stepmother. Paul would have been hardly less alarmed ar the effects 
of the so-called ‘sexual revolution’ of che 1960s; and it is an open 
question whether the change in patterns of sexual behaviour in the 
years sirice that time has increased or diminished the sum of human 
happiness. 

The reference to the Passover may plausibly be taken as an 
indication of the time of year when the letter was written. In 16:8 
he announces his intention of remaining in Ephesus until Pentecost, 
so it is quite possible that he was writing at Easter time. 


Relations with the scxually liberated outside the community — 


a clarification 


In (my] letter, ] wrore that [you were] nor to consort with the sexually immoral. [I 
did) ποὶ [mean] those ‘in the world’ who are sexually immoral, or [for chat matter] 
the covctous, and those who are swindlers, or idolaters; because in that case you 
would have to leave the world entirely! 1 am now writing to you not to have 
anything to do with a so-called fellow Christian who is sexually immoral or coverous 
or idolatrous, or a reviler ot a drunkard or a swindler: [you should] not even eat 
with a person of that sort. 

I have no interest in judging outsiders! Isn't it you people [in any case} who will 
judge insiders? Outsiders will be judged by God. *Take the evil one from your 
midst." 


Paul’s horror of sexual immorality has led the Corinthian Christians 
ro a confusion chat is perhaps pardonable. They choughr chat he 
meant eschewing contact with anyone ar all who was that way 
inclined; but that is not his problem. As he half jokingly indicates, if 
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you were to adopr thar policy, you wouldn't have a great many 
people to talk to in contemporary Corinth. His problem is with 
having people of that sort inside the community, because they 
contarninate the rest. Here ir may be helpful to chink of his image of 
the old and new leaven. And we are verging here on the doctrine 
that we shall encounter later, of the Church as Body of Christ: if it 
is Body of Christ, then certain activities may not go on within tt. 

Ic may be worth noting that ‘take the evil one from your midst Is 
a quotation from Deuteronomy (13:16; 17:7, 12; 21:21; 22:21), 
where it refers to the capital punishment of false prophets, idolaters, 
those who disobey che legal decision of parents, disobedient sons, 
and girls who are not virgins on their wedding night. Clearly char is 
not what Paul has in mind here. 


A further complaint: litigation in the community! 


[Is ir crue thar] one of you has the audacity, when he has a case against another, to 
seek judgement from the unjust, and not from fellow Christians? Dont you realise 
thar it is Christians who will judge the world? And if it is among you that che 
world is judged, are you incompetent τὸ judge small claims? Don’t you realise that 
we shal! be judging angels, never mind mundane matters? So — if you have 
competence over mundane matters, [why] are you appointing those of no 
importance tn che Church as judges over you? 

Now I [really] am speaking to make you ashamed. So is no one among you 
clever enough to judge a fellow Christians case? [nscead, are Christians going to 
law against each other? And before unbelievers? 

It’s already a defeat to you that you have cases against one another. Shouldnt you 
prefer to suffer injustice? Why don't you voluntarily let yourselves be defrauded? As 
it is, you people go in for injustice and fraud yourselves — and against your fellow 
Christians! 

Don't you realise thar che unjusc will not inherit God's kingdom? Don't be led 
astray: those who are sexually immoral, idolaters, adulterers, pederasts and sodomites, 
thieves and the covetous, drunkards, cevilers, and swindlers, will wert inherit the 


kingdom of God. And that is what some of you were: 


Instead of this, you were washed clean; 
instead, you were consecrated; 
instead, you were justified by the name of the Lord Jesus Christ, 
and by the Spirit of our God. 


Paul is quite clear chat Christians have to be different; he is also clear 
that Christians belong together, so that if I am being unfaichful to 
God's covenant, then the body of Christ is thereby damaged. This is 
not the place to consider whether Paul’s strictures on homosexuality 
can answer our modern questions; but we cannot evade the 
challenge. Being a Christian is a summons to integrity, and if we are 
to be members of the Body, we have to put God, and Christ, and 
not our own tnstinccual drives, in che centre of our lives. No one 
said it would be easy. 
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What's wrong with a bit of sexual hanky-panky? 


‘Freedom in everything [ts the slogan]. Yes — but not everything is profitable, 
‘Freedom in everything. Yes — but chat doesn’t mean thar I'll surrender my 
freedom to anything. 

‘Food is for the belly, and the belly is for food. And God will put an end to both 
of them. Yes — but the body is not for sexual immoraliry but for the Lord; and the 
Lord for the body. God raised the Lord; and, thanks co his power, he will raise us 
also. Dont you get it? Your bodies are Christ's members! So am | going to take 
Christ's members and put them into a prostitute’s members? No way! Or don't you 
realise that someone who is intimate with a prostitute is one body [with her]? For it 
says ‘the two shall become one flesh’, Whereas the one who is intimate with the 
Lord is one spirit [with him]. 

Steer clear of sexual immoraliry. Every other sin chat a person might commit is 
outside the body; but che one who commits sexual immoraliry sins apainst their 
own body. Or don't you realise that your body is the Temple of the Holy Spirit in 
your πᾶς [The Holy Spirit] ts what you have received from God, and you are 
nor your own property; for you were bought at a price. So -- glorify God in your 
body. 


Paul ts arguing with very preat passion here, and it is in consequence 
not always easy to follow his argument. Notice, however, that the 
theme of the ‘body’, which has been just below the surface of the 
text for a while now, here comes to the top. Paul uses it three times. 
The first time, we think that it certainly must refer co our physical 
body, until we read chat it is ‘for rhe Lord’. The second time seems 
at first to refer to the physical body, until we reflect that glurcony, 
drug addiction and drunkenness might also be classed as sins in this 
category. So it is possible to read these cwo both as the physical body 
and as the Body of Christ. The third use sounds ambiguous also, ac 
least in English; in Greck, however, the body which is the “Temple 
of the Holy Spirit in your midst’ is the body of ‘you-plural’. So in 
our conduct, and apparently especially in our sexual conduct, our 
task is to pur zhead of our own immediate satisfaction not only God 
and Christ, but also our fellow members of the Body, who are affected 
by what we do, especially in the all-important area of sexuality. 


Paul Answers the Corinthians’ Letter at Last (7:1-11:34) 


While che tirade has been going on, chose in the house-church who 
had not been stunned into a mencal blank may have been wondering 
if he was cver going to get round to answering their (perhaps cather 
self-satisfied) lecter. Those near enough to whoever was reading i 
out to them wil) have noticed char the scroll was now getting on for 
halfway through, and may have asked chemselves if Paul was going 
to have time to reply. Those further away may have been plancing at 
the warer clock or the declining movement of the sun's rays to know 
where they were at. 
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Is sex allowed for Christians? 


Now for what you wrote, ‘It is good for a man not τὸ have intercourse with a 
woman’, No — because of cases of sexual immorality, let every man stay with his 
own wife, and let every woman stay with her own husband. Moreover, the 
husband should give his wife her due, and similarly the wife her husband. The 
woman does not have the freedom of her own body — it is che man’s; and similarly 
the man does not have the freedom of his own body — it is the wife's. Dont deprive 
each other, except by agreement, and for a time, [for example] in order to have 
leisure for prayer; and then you should come back together again, so that Satan 
may not tempt you because of your problem with self-concrol. I’m saying this as a 
concession rather than as a command, I'd like everyone to be like me -- but [of 
course] everyone has their own gift from God, some like this, some like that. 


Paul seems to be dealing wich a group tn Corinth who thought thac 
sex was Bad. Paul wants to deny this, and also to acknowledge that 
it is a powerful (God-given) drive. Nouce his emphasis on the equality 
berween husband and wife and on marriage as a partnership. The 
final sentence seems to imply that Paul is a celibate, or at least widowed 
(which makes life difficult for chose who locate a “Mrs Paul’ in 
Philippi — see Philippians 4:3; unless he is one of those able to 
remain celibate within marriage). 


On marital status 


My message to the unmarried and widows ts this: it is good for them τὸ stay as | 
am. If, however, they are not [managing to] concrol themselves, chen let them 
marry — for it is better to marry than τὸ burn. 

To chose who are married, my advice (not mine but the Lord's) is that a wife 
should nor separate ftom her husband; but if she does separate, she should remain 
unmarried or be reconciled to her husband. And I advise a husband ποῖ to abandon 
his wife, 


The context of this passage, we shall see later, is Paul's sense thar the 
end is coming soon, so placing him and his Corinthians in a 
situation quite different from our own. He remains, too, passionately 
opposed to any kind of sexual immorality -- it does nor fie with the 
Body of Christ. 

What does he mean by ‘burn? Scholars are divided berween 
burning passions, and burning in Hell, or in the fire of judgement. 
You must make your own decision. 

Pau] does not countenance separation under these circumstances, 
and certainly noc in order to marry someone else! 


What if you're married to a non-Christian? 


As for the others (this is me talking, not che Lord): if a Christian man has a wife 
who is a non-believer, and she is happy co live with him, he should not divorce her. 
And if a [Christian] woman has 2 husband who is a non-believer, she should not 
divorce her husband. 
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You see, the non-believing husband [can] be sanctified by his [Christian] wife; 
and the non-believing wife through her Christian [husband]. Otherwise your 
children [would be] unclean; but as it is they are holy. But if che non-believer [opts 
for] separation, let them separate; under circumstances like these, the Christian 
husband or wife is not enslaved: God has called you [to be] in peace. How do you 
know, wife, but that you'll save your husband? Or, husband, if you'll save your 
wife? 


This ts an admirably balanced judgement. Paul is quite realistic about 
the strains of ‘mixed marriages’, but also knows of their possibilities. 

A general rule in this part of the letter is char Paul is trying to 
think his way through a new problem, so it represents something 
closer to a beginning than an end of the Church’s positioning with 
regard to marriage and divorce. And because Paul chought that the 
present dispensation might not last mucb longer (perhaps Jesus’ 
Second Coming would be next Wednesday at the latest) he is, as we 
have said, in a rather different position from ourselves. 


What about circumcision and slavery? 
Anyway, as the Lord has given each one their [allotted] portion, as God has called 


each of them, let them walk in that way. This is τῆς rule [ make in all che churches. 
If someone was circumcised when they were called, let them noc undergo the 
operation τὸ remove the ciecumcision. If they are called as unciccumcised, let them 
not be circumcised. Circumcision and uncircumcision are wholly unimportant; 
[what matters] is the keeping of the commands of God. Everyone should remain in 
the calling to which they were originally called. If you were called as a slave, don't 
worry abour it. Even if you are able to get free, rather make use of your situation. 
For τῆς one who its called in the Lord as a slave is the Lord's freedman. Similarly, 
the one who was free when called is Christ's slave. 

You were purchased at a price — don't get enslaved ro human beings. [So], brothers 
and sisters, as each of you was called, so you should remain before God. 


Obviously the Corinthians have asked whether turning to Christ 
meant an end to social and ethnic and religious distinctions such as 
slavery and circumcision. Pau] wanes them instead to concentrate 
on what God has done for them in Christ (although he is clear chat 
these conventional distinctions ate irrelevant within Christianity). 
So they are not to bother about changing status, including the 
status of slavery, interestingly enough, although here Paul's Greek is 
so skeletal that it could mean eicher ‘make use of your status as slave 
or ‘make use of your opportunity to be free’. 

Once again, notice how the word ‘Lord’ is used: is it God, or 
Choist, and what difference docs Paul make berween them? 

‘Circumcision’ and ‘Slavery’ were burning issues in Paul's world, 
in a sense in which chey are not today. 


What about virgins? 


About the unmarned, [ have no command of the Lord; instead, I am giving my 
opinion as one whom God's mercy has enabled to be faithful. So — I think the 
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following is appropriate, because of the constraints of che present time; it is good 
for a person to be as they are. Jf you are bound to a wife, dont seek for a dissolution; 
if vou are free, don't look for a wife. But you don’t sin if you get married; and if the 
unmarried woman gets married, she does not stn. [The only thing is] people like 
chat have trouble in the flesh, and I’m {trying to] spare you that. 

This is what I mean, my fellow Christians: the time is concracted. For what 
remains, let those who have wives be as though they had none; and those who 
weep, as though they were not weeping, and those who rejoice as though they were 
not rejoicing and those who are in commerce as though they had noching, and 
those who have dealings with the world [must be] as chough they were noc dealing 
complerely with it. For the oucward form of this world is passing away. 

I want you to have no worries. The unmarried person is worried about the Lord's 
affairs — how are they going to please the Lord? Whereas the person who gets 
married ts worried abouc the world’s affairs — how ts he going to please his wife? 
And he is divided. 

Likewise, the unmarried woman who is not in marriage, and the virgin, are 
concerned about the Lord's aftairs — to be holy in body and in soul. Whereas the 
woman who gets married is concerned abour the world’s affairs — how can she 
please her husband? I’m saying this to help you, not co put a halter on you. [It’s just 
that] I want everything to be [done] properly and with constancy to the Lord, 
withour discraction. 

If, however, someone thinks they are behaving badly towards cheir young 
woman, if it’s going too far and it is appropriate that it happens in this way, chey're 
not sinning: lec chem get married. But anyone who remains steadfast in their heart, 
and is nor under strain, but is exercising mastery over their own will, and has 
decided on this in their own heart, co keep her as a virgin — he will be doing all 
right. So: che one who marries his young woman does well, and che one who does 
not marry will do even better. 


We have to read chis passage with some care, mainly because it 
speaks to us from a world that at first sight seems utterly different 
from our own. We shall do well, however, τὸ remember that with 
Corinth’s reputation for sexual misbehaviour, Paul may well have 
seen a sign-value in people deliberately remaining unmarried. In 
addition, of course, we must pick up his references to the ‘time’ and 
the sense chat everything was coming to an end: remaining unmarried 
might be difficult, bue it would perhaps nor be for very long, is the 
underlying argument. We shall misread the apostle if we see him as 
a miserable old Puritan, thundering ‘Sex is bad, sex is dirty’ from his 


office in Ephesus. 


What about marriage after bereavement? 


A wife is bound for as long as her husband is alive; but if che husband dies, she is 
free to marry whomever she wants, but only in the Lord. She'll be happier, 
however, if she remains as she is, in my opinion. 


And I also think I have the Spirit of God! 
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Paul is making a similar point here (and we may care to notice that 
this argument appears again, in slightly different disguise, in Romans 
7); but observe thar he is quire balanced about it. The impression 
one gees is that his opponents were claiming possession of the Spirit 
and decrying marriage: ‘Asceticism: good; sex: bad’, might have 
been their slogan. Paul's view is chat both are good, according to the 
gifts of God. 


What about food offered to idols? 


Now Paul proceeds to answer another of the Corinthians’ questions: 
are they allowed to eat food that has been sacrificed in pagan 
ceremonies? The advantage would be chat the meat would be sold 
off cheap in the market; the disadvantage would be the impression 
given chat Chrisuans who ate such food were in fact participating in 
pagan ceremonies. 


As for food offered to pagan deities, we realise chac all of us have ‘knowledge’. 
Knowledge ‘puffs up’ — but love dusids up. If someone chinks thar they've got 
‘knowledge’, chey don’t yet have this ‘knowledge’ as they ought to know it. On the 
other hand, a person who loves God is known by God. 

As regards eaung what has been sacrificed to idols: we know that ‘idols have no 
existence in the world’ (Isaiah 41:24) and ‘there is only one God’ (Deuteronomy 
6:4). 

For there are so-called ‘gods’ in heaven and on earth, just as there are many ‘gods’ 
and many ‘lords. BUT: 


We have one God (the Father), 
from whom everything comes - and we [are made) for him. 
And we have one Lord, Jesus Chnise, 
through whom is everything — and we are through him. 


But not everyone has this ‘knowledge’. Some people, through force of habit, eat 
meat as an offering to the pagan deity; and their conscience, because it is diseased, 
is defiled. Food will not bring us before God'[s judgement-seat]. It is neither che 
case that if we refrain from eating we go hungry nor that if we cat we have a 
surplus. Buc just make sure chac this freedom of yours doesn't become a cause of 
stumbling to those who are |[scill] sick. You see, if someone sees you (you who have 
‘knowledge’) reclining at dinner in a pagan temple, wont cheir conscience (because 
they are still sick) gee built up 50 as to eat food offered to idals? So your ‘knowledgc’ 
is the cause of τῆς descruction of this person who is sick, a fellow Christian for 
whom Christ died. So those of you who sin against your fellow Christians and 
bacter their sick consciences, are sinning against Christ. 

Therefore, if food is [going to] scandalise a fellow Christian of mine, Vil never, 


ever cat meat — so as nor to scandalise a fellow Christian. 


Eating food offered to idols, and chereby running the risk of making 
people think that we have changed religion, or cake pagan deities 
seriously, is not really a problem for us, as it was in Connth. In that 
city, a) you could get meat on the cheap if it had previously been 
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offered in sacrifice (that's how the priests made their money}; and 
δ) you might walk past a temple and see someone you knew sharing 
in a banquet, and either be shocked because they have become a 
worshipper of Asclepius or Aphrodite, or decide, ‘well, in that case | 
can be a Christian and worship the Roman or Greek gods.’ 

What matters τὸ us is the principle Paul uses to solve the problem; 
the pagan deities are non-existent and therefore unimportant. The 
focus for us is God and Christ, not the ‘knowledge’ to which the 
squabbling Christians were laying enthusiastic claim. It is not know- 
ledge that counts, but love; once agatn, Paul reverts to the term 
‘puffed up’; once again, by contrast, he adverts to the image of 
‘building up’. IF you are co be a Christian, ic is not theological or 
technical expertise that counts, but your loving concern for the 
well-being of the other. 

One passage to think about is verse 6, Chapter 8: “We have one 
God .. .” Here Paul is deliberately echoing the great Jewish prayer of 
the Shema (‘Hear, O Israel, the Lord your God is One God... — 
Deuteronomy 6:4; compare Malachi 2:10), asserting monotheism 
against the polytheism of ‘the nations; and here Paul has cleverly 
demonstrated how he can assert his native monotheism, and at the 
same time give Christ the very lofty title of Lord. He does chis by 
way of deft contrast with che pagan world and its many ‘gods’ and 
many ‘lords’, this last a clear side-swipe against the increasing tendency 
of Rome to insist on emperor-worship. There is a good deal going 
on in this passage. 


Paul’s freedom 


As we read this section, it ts important for us to see that Paul is sull 
dealing with the same question: Christians are free, as he has already 
told the Corinthians, and as they are now quoting back ac him. But 
Christian freedom does not mean that we can do what we like — we 
are restrained by the Law of God, and by consideration for others. 
‘To illustrate this principle, and still witch his mind on the question 
of food offered to idols, and che deeper issue underlying it, of ‘liberry 
or licence’, Paul speaks of an issue in his own life which (it seems) 
his opponents have used against him, the face chat though he is 
a preacher and therefore entitled to material support, he has, as it 
happens, paid his way (as a tent-maker, according to Acts 18:3); and 
although he would have been entitled to have his wife with him, he 


has not done so. 


What about me? Aren't I free? Aren't [ an apostle? Haven't I seen Jesus Christ our 
Lord? Aren't you my work in the Lord? 

[fF I'm not an apostle to others, 1 am ar least an apostle as far as you are concerned 
— for you are the certificate of my apostolic mission in the Lord. This is how 1 
defend myself against the people who are putting me on trial. 

Clearly we have the right to food and drink. Clearly we have che right to take a 
Christian wife around with us, like the other apostles, and the Lord’s brothers, and 
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Kephas. Or is it only 1 and Barnabas who do not have the freedom not to work? 
Whoever fought in a campaign at their own expense? Who plants a vineyard and 
doesnt eat of its fruit? Who shepherds a flack and is not fed on the flock’s milk? 

Am [ just arguing from ἃ human point of view — doesn't the Law say chis? For in 
the Torah of Moses it is written, ‘You shall not muzzle an ox that is treading the 
grain. Do you think God is worried about oxen? Or is he not certainly talking 
about us? It was on our account that ic was written that the ploughman ought to 
plough in hope, and che cthresher in hope of having his share. If we have sowed 
spiritual seed among you, Is it a very big deal if we harvest your material crops? If 
[certain] other people have a share in your freedom, should we not, even more so? 

Instead, [however] we have not made use of our freedom, bur are silent about 
cverything, so as not to throw a spanner in the works of Christ’s gospel. 

Don't you realise chat chose who perform the sacred rites eat from what the 
temple affords? Those who serve at the altar share in its profits. So the Lord laid it 
down for those who proclaim the gospel to live off the gospel. 

Now I have made use of none of this; and I am ποῖ writing all of chis so char this 
should happen in my case. You see, [ἃ rather die than — no one will invalidate my 
reason for boasting. If I preach che gospel, that's no grounds for me to boast. For 
its something I fave to do: I'm in pasa if | don't preach τῆς gospel. If [ do this 
voluntarily, | get my salary; if I do it reluctantly, I’m entrusted with a commission. 
So what's my salary? [τ is [simply] to offer the gospel free of charge. so as not to 
abuse my freedom in the gospel. 

I'm free of anybody's claims; and yet I’ve enslaved myself to everybody, in order 
to gain more people. And [so] to the Jews I was like a Jew, in order to win over 
Jews, under the Torah co those under the Torah, even though 1 wasn't myself under 
the Torah, in order to win over rhose under the Torah. To those outside Torah, | 
became like one outside the Torah; it wasnt that ] was outside God's Torah, for | 
was within Christ's Torah, in order to win over those not under Torah. To the weak 
| became weak, in order to win over the weak. To everybody I became everything, 
in order in every way to save some of them. I do everything for the gospel’s sake, in 
order that | may have some partnership in it. 

[Think of che Isthmian Games]: you're surely aware that the people who are 
running in the stadium, all of them run, but only one gets the gold medal. Run in 
such a way as τὸ win it. Everyone who is in training is under all kinds of discipline. 
Now they do it to win a glory that passes; bue our training is for a glory that never 
passes. So my running is done with a clear end in view: and when 1 box, I make 
sure that my punches don’t miss their target. Instead, I treat my body roughly, and 
make it my slave, because my fear is that having preached to others, | myself might 
not pass the test. 


This chapter starts wich an angry series of chetorical questions (and 
when you meéct Paul, you will do well to answer all of chem with a 
solid affirmative; his temper is just a shade uncertain), and ends 
with an athletics metaphor. We speak nowadays of ‘inculturation’, 
which (among many other things) can mean preaching the gospel in 
terms that the host culeure can understand. The Corinthians lived 
only a few miles from che site of the biennial Isthmian Games, and 
may have appreciated the metaphor Paul uses, while perhaps reflecting 
that {as a good Jew) he was nor perhaps entirely at home in the 
world of the locker room. 


372 


THE FIRST LETTER TO THE CORINTHIANS 10 


In between the angry questions and che attempt to win their 
interest by a familiar allusion, Paul pursues his central argument, chat 
in order to make sure chat the gospel is properly preached, he has 
foregone his rights. The Corinchians, if they are listening carefully, 
should be reflecting on how this applies to their question about 
eating the meat that has been sacrificed in the temples of their city. 

Two other points: first, the word he uses early in che fifth 
paragraph, which 1 have translated ‘we are silence about... can also 
mean ‘we bear everything’. It is not a particularly common word, 
and it appears again in 1 Corinthians 13. Perhaps Paul's mind ts running 
ahead of itself already co that beautiful hymn, which is his third 
answer to all cheir divisions, the ‘hymn co love’. 

Second, notice the broken syntax, probably expressing his deep 
emotion, cwo paragraphs later: “You see, ['d rather die chan ~ no one 
will invalidate my reason for boasting’. We shall not understand 
Paul unless we realise how much the preaching of the gospel means 
to him. 


Appeal to biblical precedent: how to read the Old Testament 


10" My fellow Christians, | want you to be absolutely clear chat our ancestors were all 
under the cloud, and al! of chem went chrough the sea. They were all baptised into 
Moses in the cloud and in the sea. They all ate the same spiritual food and all 
drank che same spiritual drink. For they drank from the spiritual Rock that followed 
them — and the Rock was Christ. But God was not pleased with most of them — for 
they were slain all over che desert. These things happened as ‘types for us, to 
discourage us from desiring evil, just as they did. And dont be idolatrous, as some 
of chem were, as it is written, 


‘The people sat down to eat and drink and rose up to play. 


And let us avoid sexual immoralicy, as some of them committed sexual immoraliry, 
and three thousand of them fell in a single day. 

And let us not put Christ to the test, as some of them tested him, and they were 
destroyed by snakes. 

And don’t complain, as some of them complained, and were destroyed by the 
Destroyer, 

These things [as I say] happened to them as a ‘type’; but they were written down 
to admonish us, on whom the ends of the ages have arrived. 

So let everyone who thinks char they are secure watch out for a fall. The only 
temptation that has seized you is of a human kind. God is faithful; and God will 
not permit you to be tempred beyond what you can manage. Along with the 
temptation, he will fashion a successful outcome, so that you['ll] be able to bear up 
under ir. 


Paul is still crying to deal with the question of eating food chat has 
been sacrificed to idols, while not surrendering his belief in the 
freedom of Christians. Unless you keep your eye on the ball, however, 
you may not see quite where he is going. 

He appeals to the Exodus story in the Old Testament, especially 
recalling by his quotation of Exodus 32:6 that rerrible memory of 
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the episode of the Golden Calf. This may perhaps indicate that it 
was Corinthian Jewish Christians who were most anxious about this 
issue; but because for him Christ is God's last word, he feels entitled 
to reread the Old Testament story from a Christian point of view. 
So he speaks of the desert ancestors as ‘baptised into Mases’, and 
(without having to argue for it) of the ‘Rock’ (from which they 
drank) as Christ. The worst thing they did in all thar time was to 
worship the Golden Calf (see Exodus 32); buc (like some 
Connthians) they also committed sexual immorality, and complained 
about their leaders. No one can think themselves immune. So even 
if they chink they are strong, it may be better to forgo their right. 
Should Christians always be prepared to forgo their rights? 


Summiarising the debate 
10'*11' Therefore, my beloved ones, avoid idolatry. 1 am speaking to prudenr people: 


judge for yourselves what it is that I am saying. The cup of blessing which we bless 
— 18 it not an act of communion with the blood of Christ? The bread which we 
break — is it not an act of communion with the bedy of Christ? 

Because there is one loaf, we who are many are one body; for we all partake of 
the one loaf. 

Look at Israel according to their physical ancestry: those who eae the sacrifices 
are in communion with the altar of sacrifice. 

What is my point? That stuff sacrificed to idols, or an idol itself, is of any impor- 
tance? No -- whar | am saying is chat their sacrifices are sacrificed to demons, and 
not to God; and [ dont want you to end up in communion with demons. It is just 
not possible to drink both the Lord's cup, and the cup of demons. It is just not 
possible for you to share the Lord's table and the table of demons. Or are we provoking 
the Lord to jealousy? We're noc stronger than him, are we? 

Yes, ‘freedom in everything’; but not everything is profitable. 

‘Freedom in cverything; but not everything builds up [the body]. No one 
should be looking for their own interests, but for che interests of the other person. 

Eat anything that is bought in the market; and don't ask too many awkward 
questions, because of [your] conscience. ‘The Lord's is the carth, and τῆς fullness 
thereof’ (Psalm 24:1). Ifa non-Christian invires you to a meal, and if you are minded 
τὸ go, eat everything that ts put before you, asking no awkward questions, because 
of [your] conscience. If, however, someone tells you ‘this was sacrificed in a 
temple’, dont cat it, because of the person who pointed it out to you, and for the 
sake of conscience. When I say ‘conscience’, } don’t mean yours, bur theirs. For 
why should my freedom come under judgement from someone else's conscience? If 
| have a share in grace, why am I slandered because of what | give thanks for? 

To sum up: whether you eat or drink, or whatever you do, do everything for the 
glory of God. Dont give offence to (anyone): Jews, Greeks, the Church of God, 
just as in every way I please everybody, not secking my own advantage, bur the 
advantage of the greater number. [I want] them to be saved. Be imitators of me, 
jusc as IT am [an imitator) of Chrise. 


Paul brings this complex and difficult argumenc together with 
splendid simplicicy, but he takes che opportunity to cast the net 
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wider chan just the question of food offered to idols. Obviously 
idolatry is out; but deeper than that is the unity of the Christian 
group, symbolised and made actual by the bread and wine of 
communion. Once again the idea of ‘Body of Christ comes to the 
surface; here ir has rvwo meanings, the ‘eucharistic body’ and the 
‘body of Christians’, and Paul makes intelligent use of the ambiguity. 

Once again he touches on the word £oinonia (union, communion, 
solidarity, etc.), and emphasises that we have to choose: Christ or 
demons? So our Chnistian ‘freedom’ is not to be asserted without further 
ado: our obligarion is not to ourselves, but to look out for the interests 
of our fellow members of the body. 

Finally, buc only after this necessary preliminary has been 
carefully laid out (remember chat it was in all probability the first 
time that the Church had had to face this particular question}, Paul 
makes a sensible practical suggestion: it’s all right to eat this food, 
bur not if someone makes a thing of it. Notice that the last word in 
the seerion is ‘Christ’. It is in for ever coming back to Christ that 
Paul solves all his problems. 


Styles of headdress in worship 


I applaud you [when you tel] me] that you remember me in every way, and chat 
you hold fast to che traditions, just as | passed them on to you. 

I want you to be clear that of every man, Christ is che head; and the man is the 
head of his wife; and Christ's head is God. 

Any man who has anything on his head when praying or prophesying brings 
shame on his head. Whereas any woman who has her head uncovered when she 
prays or prophesies brings shame on her head — for it’s exactly the same as a woman 
who has been shaved. For if a woman doesn't wear a covering, let her have ic [her 
hair] cuc short. But if it is disgraceful for a woman to have it cut short or shaved — 
Jet her wear a covering. 

You see, a man ought not to have his head covered, because he 15 the ‘image and 
gloty of God’ (Genesis 1:26), Whereas the woman ts the ‘glory of the man: for the 
man did not come from the woman, but the woman from the man. And then the 
man was not created on the woman's account, but the woman on the mans 
account. This is che reason why the woman oughr to have control over her head, 
on account of the angels. 

But, of course, in the Lord there is no such thing as woman without a man or 
man without a woman. For just as the woman is from the man, so the man is 
through the woman: and it all comes from God. 

Judge for yourselves: is it decent for a woman to pray to God with her head un- 
covered? Doesnt nature teach you that if a man has long hair it is his disgrace, 
while if a woman has long hair it is her glory? Because long hair is given her as a 
covering, 

And if anyone wants to pick a fight, we have no such custom, and neither do the 


churches of God. 


In our day we approach this passage with some trepidation, because 
we are shy of anything chat would seem to argue that women are 
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inferior to men, and therefore nervous even of stressing (as Paul 
does here) the difference berween women and men. In reading this 
passage, τῆς following observations may be helpful: 


* Paul is displaying much emotion here, so it is obviously a matter 
of considerable importance to him. 


He may, however, be aware that his arguments will nor, perhaps, 
convince all of his Corinthian audience. So he argues from creation 
(the chain chat goes God-Christ-man-woman). from liturgical 
propriety (because of the angels’), from natural law (short hair for 
men, long hair for women), and, finally, perhaps feeling that he 
necds a coup de grace, from authority (‘we have no such custom, 


and neither do the churches of God’). 


The words for man and woman also mean husband and wife in 


Greek, and we need to read this into the passage. 


Paul is definitely not arguing the inferioniry of women: they are 
allowed the same licurgical function as men (praying and prophesy- 
ing), and he is adamant about their mutual independence in che 
Lard. So he will not surrender his ‘gospel of freedom’, whatever is 
the issue in Corinth (and many scholars suggest that che problem 
may have been men dressing as women and women dressing as 
men}. 


The force of the arguments (e.g. ‘because of the angels’) is now 
lost to us, and we have to assume chat they meant more to Paul 
and his Corinthians. Scholars have spile much ink on them, but 
che jury is still our. 


Part at least of the argument depends on cwo different meanings 
of ‘head’: that which you find at the top of the body, and ‘authority’. 
Paul starts by applauding the Corinthians for observing his craditions. 
Now he goes on τὸ criticise cheit failure to observe an important 
tradition that he gave them. 


Divisions at the Eucharist! 


In giving you this direction, [ am not [able to] applaud you on another matter. 
When you gather as a community, you do more harm than good. 

For in the first place, when you gather as a church, | hear that there are splits 
among you, and | partly believe it. For it’s inevicable chat there should be dissensions 
among you, so thar the tried and true among you may be revealed. 

So: when you gather in the same place as a communiry, it is not for eating the 
Lord's Supper. For each of you wolfs down your own supper ahead [οὗ the others): 
and this person gocs hungry, while that person is drunk! Don't you have homes for 
eating and drinking in? Do you have contempt for God's Church? Do you 
embarrass the ‘have-nots? What can I say τὸ you? Shall 1 applaud you? On this 
matter | cannot applaud you. 

For f received from the Lord, what I also passed on to you, that the Lord Jesus, 
on the night when he was handed over, took bread, and, giving thanks, broke it 
and said, ‘This is my body, which is for you: do this in memory of me.’ 
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Likewise, the cup, after supper: ‘This cup is the new covenant in my blood. Do 
this, as often as you drink it, in memory of me.’ 

For as often as you eat this bread and drink this cup, you proclaim the Lord's 
death until he comes. 

So -- whoever eats the Lord’s bread or drinks the Lord's cup unworchily is guilty 
of the Lord’s body and blood. Let a person examine themselves, and in that frame 
of mind eat of the bread and drink of the cup. For the one who eats and drinks, 
eats and drinks condemnation for themselves if they do not discern che body. 

This 15 the reason that many people among you are sick and ill - and quite a few 
have died. If we have an accurate discernment of ourselves, we shouldn't get 
condemned. But if we are condemned by the Lord we are punished, in order not co 
share in che world’s condemnation. 

So, my brothers and sisters, when you come together for the meal, show 
hospitality to each other. If one of you is ravenous, have a meal at home, so that 
your community gathering may not be a source of condemnation. The other matters 
I shall puc in order when I come. 


The opening of this section tells us that the reports about divisions 
were not included in their letter: the end of it apparently dismisses 
‘the other matters’ in their letcer as of no urgency. 

Central, however, to Paul’s understanding of what ic is to be a 
Christian community, is the question of unity, especially at the 
Eucharist. Paul is horrihed τὸ hear of the class distinctions operative 
at the Corinthians’ communion service: some are drunk, and others 
are starving! As always with Paul, che solution goes back co Jesus, 
and, in this case, to what he did ‘on the night when he was handed 
over’. It goes back to the extraordinarily weighry significance thac 
Paul (and Christians before and since his time) attached to Jesus 
mysterious words and gestures at the Last Supper, ‘This is my body 
... This cup is the new covenant in my blood’. Whatever the 
precise meaning of this formula, it is not something to be treated 
lightly. 

Paul here once more makes good use of the idea of ‘body’, which 
has resonances of both the ‘community of Christians’ and the 
‘eucharistic body of Christ’ (and there is probably also a hint of the 
body of Jesus that suffered on the Cross, in what he says here). 

We should notice also Paul's reference τὸ the fact thac ‘quite a few 
have died’, looking ahead to an issue that he will have to confrone in 


Chapter 15. 


What about the charismatic gifts? (12:1—14:40) 


One of many sources of division in the Corinthian community was 
evidently the discribution of ‘spiricual gifts’, and my easy assumption 
thar I'm a better Christian than you because I speak in tongues, or 
prophesy, or work miracles, or whacever, and you don't. Paul spends 
quite 2 long time now (three chapters in our division of the letter), 
trying to work out the principles on which to resolve this one. 
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Li-}ia 


A simple test 


As regards spiritual gifts, my fellow Christians, I don’t want you ignorant. You 
know that when you were pagans, you would get led astray, taken off to dumb 
idols. So I'm telling you: no one who is speaking with the Spirit of God can say 


“Jesus ts cursed.’ Likewise, no one can say ‘Jesus is Lord,’ except by the Holy Spirit. 


As always, Paul brings it back τὸ Jesus, and a simple tese: what is the 
charismatic’s attitude to Jesus? If they (charismatics) proclaim Jesus 
as ‘Lord’ as Paul does, again and again, then they are led by the 
Spirit. Could one imagine anyone uttering the opposite statement, 
that Jesus is anathema?’ One possibility is in tume of persecution, 
when perhaps Christians were invited to say this, and to proclaim 
that ‘che Emperor is Lord’, to avoid torture or a horrid death, 
although ic is noc clear that, by the time 1 Corinthians was written, 
the Church had met with the persecution that would soon afterwards 
start to be the inevitable concomirant of the proclamation of the 
gospel. Perhaps also this odd-sounding statement is a rule of chumb 
whereby to assess the utterances of charismatics in the Church. 


Diversity and unity in the Church 


There are different kinds of spiricual gifts, but the same Spirit. 

There are different kinds of service, and the same Lord. 

There are different kinds of activities, but the sarne God who enacts everything 
in everybody. 

To each {of you) the revelation of the Spirit is apportioned -- to build up {the 
Church]. This person, through che Spirit, may have clever rhetoric apportioned to 
him, and another person rhetoric of ‘knowledge’, according to che same Spirit. 
Another person may have faich, in the same Spirit, while someone else has the gift 
of healing in the same Spirit, and another person the power to work miracles, 
another person prophecy, another discernment of spirits, another, different kinds 
of languages, and another τῆς interpretation of languages. It is one and the same 
Spirit that empowers all chese chings, privately apportioning to cach one as the 
Spirit wills. 


You can sce how all these different (and perhaps clashing) gifts 
might cause division in che Church. How do you prioritise the gilts, 
and how do you prevent the Christian licurgy from becoming a zoo, 
if all chese gifts are on offer? Paul's response is to go back to the 
Spirit, source of all gifts, and principle of unity in the Christian 
Church. And now Paul proceeds to give a full-blown account of che 
‘Church as Body’, which we have glimpsed in occasional ‘straws in 


the wind’. He does so with humour and originality. 


The Church as Body 


For just as the body is one, and has a number of members, and all che body's 
members, chough many, [consirute) a single body, che same is true of Christ. For 
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it was by a single Spiric that all of us were baptised into one Body: Jews, Greeks, 
slaves, free; and all of us were given one Spirit co drink. 

You see, the body is not a single member, but several. If the foot (for example] 
says, I’m not a hand, therefore I dont belong to the body’ — does that really mean 
that it doesnt belong to the body? 

And if che ear says, ‘I’m not an eye, therefore [ dent belong to the body’ — does 
that really mean that it doesnt belong to the body? 

If che whole body were eye, how would it hear? If it were all ear, what about the 
nose? In fact, God has placed the members, each one of them, in the body, 
according to his disposition. Bur if they were all just one member, where would the 
body be? As ir is, there are several members, and just one body. 

It is no good the eye saying to the hand, ‘I can do without you, or, again, the 
head saying to the feet, " can do without you.’ No — those bits of che body that 
seem less powerful are essential; and we give increased honour to the bits of the 
body that we chink are less honourable, and our unpresencable bits are made 
presentable in a way chat our presentable bics can do without. God made up the 
body by giving greater honour to the pare that most wanted it, to prevenc there 
being a division in the body. [Gad’s inrention was that] the members should care 
for each orher; and so if one member is suffering, all the other members are 
suffering along with it, and if one member gets glorified, all the ocher members are 
rejoicing along with it. 

You people are the Body of Christ, and individually you are members of chat 
Body. God has appointed in the Church first sorme who are apostles, in the second 
place prophets; third are teachers. Then come miracles, then gifts of healing, then 
the corporal works of mercy, then administrative pifts, and different kinds of 
languages. 

Are all apostles? Are all prophets? Are all teachers? Do all do miracles? Do all 
have healing powers? Do all speak in tongues? Do all interpret? 


Be jealous for the gifts chat are most significanr. 


This is a lovely piece of writing. Many political thinkers in the 
ancient world had made use of the idea of the ‘body’ in this way, but 
none with Paul’s sense of fun and his individualicy. The reader will 
notice that apostles and prophets come first in his list, and speaking 
in tongues comes last, What matters is that the body should work as 
one. 


Love as the final solution to the problems at Corinth 


12" 13" This loveliest of all Paul’s compositions is clearly from his pen, and 
clearly fits the Corinthian situation, alchough some have observed 
that it seems τὸ interrupt the flow of Chapters 12-14. But they may 
be missing the point. Paul has established, in Chapter 8, that love 
‘builds up’, while knowledge ‘puffs up’, and τῇδε is whac Paul is talking 
about in Chapter 14, responding to the problems outlined in 
Chapter 12. There is more, however: the problems in Corinth as a 
whole, of divisions and squabbling, find their final solution in 
Chapter 13. The answer to all the difficulties of chat church is, quite 


simply, love. 
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And now I'm going to show you a way that is even more oustanding. 


If 1 speak in the languages of human beings and of angels, bur do not have love, 
then 1 have curned into a sounding brass or a clashing cymbal. 

And if I have the gift of prophecy, and ! know all mysteries and ali knowledge, 
and if | have complete faith, so as to move mountains, but have no love, I am 
nothing. 

And if | divide all my possessions into bits, and if | hand over my body in order 
that | may boast, but do not have love, | am ποῖ helped in any way. 

Love waits patiendy, shows kindness. Love is not jealous, does noc brag, is not 
‘puffed up’, does not behave improperly, does not seek self-interest, doesn't get 
provoked, doesn't reckon up evil, doesn’t rejoice at injustice, but rejoices ar integricy. 

Love copes with everything, is always committed, always hopeful, always endures 
to the end; love never collapses. 

You have your skills at prophecy — they'll be brought to an end. Tongues? They'll 
cease. Knowledge? [τ will be brought to an end. For we know only pastially, and we 
prophesy only parually; buc when what is complete comes, the parrial will be 
brought to an end. 

When I was an infant, | would talk like an infane, | would chink like an infant, 
and | would calculate like an infant. But when 1 became an adult, | put an end τὸ 
infanes’ stuff. 

For just now were looking in a distorting mirror, but then [it will be} face to 
face. Now I know partially, buc chen I shall recognise, just as | have been recognised. 

So now there remains faich, hope, and love, chese chree. Bur the greatest of these 


is love. 


There is perhaps no need to comment on chis passage, except to 
make the point that this ‘solugon’ to the problems at Corinth could 
also be read as Paul's portrait of his beloved Jesus Christ. Wich Paul, 
it always comes back to Jesus. 


The application of love to the problem of spiritual gifts 


14'25 Make a special ching of love, but be cager for [all] spiricual gifts, especially, 
however, that you showd prophesy. For che person who speaks in 2 tongue docs 
not speak to human beings but τὸ God. For no once is listening, while the person 
speaks of mysteries in che Spint. Whereas che one who prophesies speaks upbuilding, 
comfort, and consolanon to human beings. The one who speaks in a tongue builds 
him- or herself up, whereas the one who prophesies builds up the [encire] Church. 

I'd like all of you to speak in tongues; bur I'd prefer you to prophesy. The one 
who prophesies is more important than the one who speaks in tongues (unless they 
interpret it), so that che church may receive ‘upbuilding’. 

See here, my brothers and sisters, if 1 come τὸ you aalking in tongues, how am } 
going to help you, unless J speak to you, either with a revelation of with knowledge 
or with prophecy or with teaching? 

Similarly, inanimaces that can give a sound, like a flute or a guitar, if they dont 
produce different nores, how will people know what mune is being played on the 
flute or the guitar? 
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Another example: if a trumper gives an unclear signal, who will make ready for 
war? So with you: if you don't give a clear message, how will people know whar ts 
being said? You see, you'll just be talking to empry air. There's any number of kinds 
of languages in the world, and every one of them makes a sound; but if I dont 
know the sound’s force, [1] be a foreigner to the speaker, and the speaker will be a 
foreigner to me. ᾿ 

So with you -- if you are keen on the spiritual gifts, be keen on having lots of 
them, that you may build up the church. Therefore let the person who speaks in a 
tongue pray τὸ interpret [it]. For if I pray in a tongue, my spirit prays, but my 
mind gets no profit. What then? I shall indeed pray in the Spirit, but I'll also pray 
in the mind. 1 shall sing praise in the Spirit, but also in my mind. For if you 
pronounce a blessing in the Spirit, [what about] the person who fills the réle of the 
outsider? How will they [be able to] say their Amen’ to your thanksgiving? Because 
they have no idea what you are saying. You do a very nice line in thanksgiving; but 
the other person is not ‘built up’. Thank God, | speak in tongues more than any of 
vou; buc in church I'd prefer to speak five intelligible words, in order to instruct 
others, than a million words in a tongue. 

Brothers and sisters, don’t be childish in your thinking; you can be infants in 
regard τὸ doing evil, but in your thinking [I want] you to be mature. In the Torah 
it 15 WFItten, 


‘In strange tongues and on foreign lips shall I speak τὸ chis people, 
and even so they will ποτ listen to me, says the Lord.’ 


So tongues function as a sign, not for believers but for unbelievers, while prophecy 
is a sign, not for unbelievers but for chose who believe. Therefore if the entire 
Church gathers as a community in the same place, and they all speak in tongues, 
and outsiders or unbelievers come in, won't they say that youre all mad? 

If, on the other hand, everyone prophesies, and some unbeliever or outsider comes 
in, they are convicted by everybody and judged by everybody, and the secrets of 
their heart are revealed, so that they fall on their face and worship God, 
proclaiming that ‘Indeed God ts among you.’ 


It is not having the spiritual gifts that makes the difference, but the 
use to which they are put: do chey operate, as love always does, in a 
way that benefhts the community Cupbuilding’) and outsiders (bringing 
them to a knowledge of their need for God)? 


How to ensure ‘upbuilding’ in the Church 


Whar about it, then, brothers and sisters? When you come together as ἃ communiry, 
each one has a song, or a teaching, or a revelation, or a tongue, or an interpretation: 
let everything work for ‘upbuilding’. If someone speaks in a congue, [let it be] rwo 
or at most three, and in order; and let one [of them] interpret. If, however, there is 
no interpreter, let's have a bit of silence in the church, and let everyone speak to 
themselves and to God. And let two or three prophets speak, and let the rest 
discern. And if someone else gets a revelation, when they are sitting down, let che 
frst one be silent. For you can all prophesy one by one, so that all may be 
instructed, and all be encouraged. And the prophets’ spirits are under che control 
of the prophets; for God ts not a God of unruliness but of peace. 
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As in all the churches of the saines, let wives refrain from speaking in the churches. 
For it ts not permitted for them τὸ speak; rather, let chem be subordinated, as the 
Torah says. If, however, they wish to learn something, let them enquire of their 
own husbands ar home. For it is a disgrace for a woman to speak in the assembly. 
Or is it from you people alone that the Word of God emerged? Was it to you 
people alone that it came? 

If someone chinks thar they are a prophet or spiritual, 1 want them τὸ recognise 
that what 1 am writing τὸ you is the Lord’s command. If a person doesn't recognise 
chis, they aren't recognised. 

So, my brothers and sisters, be keen to prophesy, and don't put a bar on speaking 
in tongues. But let everything happen properly, and in good order. 


This is all about avoiding liturgical chaos, a particular danger 
(presumably) for charismatics. The keyword here is ‘upbuilding’, 
which Paul has long since identified as the effect of love. And up- 
building will not take place if the liturgical celebration turns into a 
free-for-all. Clearly all that Paul says here is meanc to subserve that 
basic end; and it is in chat context thac we must read the apparently 
rather forbidding injunction on women (or wives} to be ‘silent in 
church’. We do not know the ‘other side’ of the conversation, but 
we must assume that both Paul and the Corinthians know the 
precise issue thar he had in mind. There is some uncertainty about 
the manuscript tradition here, but on balance it is held that the 
teaching about women probably came from Paul. 

It does not follow from this, of course, that Paul was enacting 
legislation whereby no woman, even in the third millennium, must 
open her mouth in the Christian assembly. For one thing, Paul 
would have been rather surprised to know that we should still be 
reading his letter, written on a particular occasion, for the problems 
of a particular church, almost ewo thousand years larer. For another, 
unless we can be sure what kind of anarchy he was attempting to 
avoid, we cannot conhdently state what he is eelling the Corinthian 
women not to do. As always with Paul, notice how he comes back 
to ‘the Lord’ ac che end of his instructions. 


The gospel as originally preached — a reminder 
15." Fellow Christians, | am malung known to you [again!] the gospel which | gospelled 


to you, which you received, on which you stand secure, through which you are 
being saved, the terms in which 1 gospelled you, if you still hold it fast (unless, of 
course, you came choughtlessly co faith). 

So, in the first place [you will recall], 1 passed on co you, whar 1 had also received. 
that Christ 


* died for our sins according to the scriptures; 

4 thac he was buried; 

¢ chat he was raised on the third day according to the scriptures; 
« and that he appeared to Kephas, chen τὸ the Twelve. 


Then he appeared τὸ more chan five hundred brothers and sisters at once, of whom 
the majoricy still remain [alive}, alchough some have fallen asleep. Then he appeared 
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to James, and then τὸ all che aposdes. Last of all, as though co an abortion, he appeared 
also to me. ] am, you see, the least of the apostles; Pm not fit to be called an 
‘apastle’, because | persecuted God's Church. By God’s grace, [ am what I am, and 
God's grace towards me hasn't turned out unprofitably. Actually, 1 worked harder 
than all of them — not really me, though, so much as God's grace [working] with 
me. So, whoever, they or I, that’s haw we preach, and that's how you came co faith. 


Paul curns here to a very different subject, thac of resurrection, but 
for many scholars this is the climax of the letter, the point it has 
been aiming at from the beginning. We have co work out, from 
what Paul says, precisely whac the Corinthians had got wrong; but it 
seers to have been {at least in Paul’s view) a matter of denying the 
gospel as ic had originally been preached τὸ them. Some have called 
this che ‘gospel of four verbs’: Christ ‘died’, ‘was buried’, ‘was raised’, 
and ‘appeared’. Paul is quite clear that it is a non-optional part of 
Christianity. 


So what are some of you getting up to? 


Now, if che proclamation is that Chrise is raised from the dead, how is it that some 
among you are saying that there is no such ching as resurrection fram the dead? 
But if there is no such ching as resurrection from the dead, then nor has Christ 
been raised. And if Christ has not been raised, then our proclamation is void, and 
your faith is void; and we turn out τὸ be false witnesses for God, because we bore 
witness against God chat he raised Christ, when [in fact] he didn’t raise him [ar all], 
if [it is really true that] the dead aren't raised. You see, if the dead aren't raised, chen 
Christ wasn't raised, either. And if Christ wasnt raised, then your faith ts fucile, and 
you are stil] in your sins, and, moreover, those who have slept in Christ are lost. If 
in this [present] life our hope has been in Christ alone, then we are the most 


piuable of al) human beings. 


Resurrection is the hardest thing to believe, ‘news too good to be 
true, in some peoples view, and quite clearly the Corinthians, or 
some of them, were finding it hard to believe thac Christians they 
knew who had died, and whose rotting corpses were presumably 
available (ar least in theory) for inspection in some Corinthian 
cemetery, might in any sense be said to be still alive. Paul takes them 
through the logic of their position: che heart of Christianiry is the 
resurrection of Christ; but if there is no such thing as resurrection, 
then Christianicy is built on a lie, and (what ts worse) a slander 
against God. If thar is the case, then their conversion was a fairy 
tale. Paul lays ic all bare, and invites them to choose; and the 
invitation is extended τὸ us also. 


The structure of resurrection 


As it is, however, Christ fas been raised from the dead, the ‘first-fruits’ of 
those who have fallen asleep. For since {it was] through a human being that death 
[happened], it was also chrough a human being that che resurrection from the dead 
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happened. That is to say, in Adam everybody dies, and in just the same way 
everybody will be broughe to life, bur each in ther own order: Christ (as the frse- 
fruits), then those who belong co (πες, at his coming. Then, finally, when he 
hands over the kingdom co the {one who is} God and Father, [comes the end] 
when he cancels out every rule and every authority and power. For it is required 
thar he should reign unal ‘he place all enemies beneath his feet’. It is death that is 
the final enemy [to be) cancelled out. For “he subjected everything under his feet’, 
hewever, when he says ‘everything has been subjected’, dearly chat does nor 
include the One who subjected everything to him. When he subjects everything to 
hum, then che Son himself will be subjected to the one who subjected everything τὸ 
him, in order that God may be ail in all. 


In chis section, Paul craces the partern of resurrection, and he picks 
up the parallel between Adam and Christ that we read in Romans 5, 
and extends ic The pattern is as follows: Adam brought in death; 
Christ is God's answer co death, which will be progressively eliminated 
from the universe; Christ, then Chiistians, then, finally, the whole 
of creation, as it is restored co the proper order that God designed, 
and which Adam shanered. All chat is opposed to God will be 
defeated, and the final (and perhaps most intractable) enemy is 
going to be death, but death, too, will be defeated, and then the 
universe will once more be as it should be. 

There is, however, one important difference: Christ has come into 
the picture. So far in this letter, we have seen that Paul gives Jesus a 
very high stacus indeed, calling him ‘Lord’, and clearly under- 
standing by this some kind of equivalence to God. Αἱ chis point, 
however, he moderates it somewhar, and as Christ hands over our 
restoted universe to che Most High God, Paul makes it clear chat 
the Son is also subject to God. The Christian community was only 
at the beginning (and perhaps we have not advanced much further) 
of the enquiry into how God and Christ are related. 


Appeal to a Christian practice 

Because what will those people be doing who get themselves baptised for the sake 

of the dead? If the dead aren't raised, why are they petting bapased for their sakes? 
And whar abour us? Why do we ake risks all day long? Every day I'm on the 

point of death. Yes -- by the pride in you which I have in Christ Jesus our Lord! If 

(in human terms) | have fought with wild animals here in Ephesus, what's in it for 

me? If the dead aren't raised, 


"Let's eat and drink, for tomorrow we dic.’ 
Don't be fooled -- ‘Bad company corrupts even excellent morals.’ 
Sober up property; stop sinning. Some people have an un-"knowledge’ of God. 
I am speaking to shame you. 
Paul now argucs from whar chey know. First, from the practice of 
‘being baptised for che sake of the dead’. It has been estimared chat 
there are some chirty caplananons of whar this might mean. All we 
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can say for certain is that it was a practice that the Corinthians 
recognised, but which is absurd, unless the Christian proclamation 
of resurrection is true. 

Next Paul appeals ro his own experiences as an apostle: che risks 
he endures are clearly poincless unless it is true about resurrection. 
Then he offers a couple of quotations. The frst may be from Isaiah 
22:13, or fom contemporary criticism of the Epicurean philosophers, 
and the second is from a Greek poet. Finally, perhaps feeling chat he 
is running out of arguments, he adds a touch of asperiry: ‘get your 
act copether. 

The obvious next question is: ‘All right, chen; whae will resur- 
rection ook like?” To that question Paul now curns; and the reader 
must judge whether or not he succeeds in finding che answer. 


What will Resurrection look like? Arguments from nature 


But someone will object, ‘How are the dead raised? Whar body do they come 
wearing? 

Fool — what you sow doesn't get turned into life unless it dies. In this instance, 
whar you sow in che ground is not the body that will be, bur a bare grain, as it 
mighc be of wheat, or one of those things. But God gives it ‘body’, as he intended, 
and each of the different seeds has its own ‘body’. Nor all Hesh is identical. No -- 
you have one kind for humans, another kind for cattle, another for birds, and 
another kind of Hesh for fish. Then there are heavenly bodies and earthly bodies, 
and their gloty is of rwo different kinds. The sun's glory is quite different from char 
of the moon; and thar of the stars is different again. For different stars are different 
in their plory. 

[Have you got thar?] Well, that's how ic is with the resurrection of the dead. A 
corpse is sown in corruption, and raised in un-corruption. A corpse is sown in 
dishonour, and raised in glory. A corpse is sown in weakness, and raised in power. 
A human body is sown; ic is a spirirual body char is raised. If there is a human body, 
there is also such a ching as a spiritual body. So ic is also written, “The first man, 
Adam, came to be as ἃ living human (Genesis 2:7), while the final Adam came to 
be as a life-giving spirit. 

However, che order is not spiritual first, buc human firsc, then spiricual. The first 
human came from the earth, made of dust; the second human came from heaven. 

As is the Person of Dust, so are his successors in dust; as is che Heavenly One, so 
are his successors from heaven. And as we have carried the likeness of the Person of 
Dust, so we shall carry the likeness of che Heavenly One. 

This is whac I mean, brothers and sisters: Hesh and blood cannot inherit the 
kingdom of God; corruption does not inherit un-corruption. Look! 1 am telling 
you a mystery. We shall not all fall asleep; but we shall all be changed, in a 
nanosecond, in the blink of an eye -- at the final trumpet. 

For the trumpet will signa] — and then the dead shall be raised undecayed. And 
for ourselves, we shall be changed. For this decaying part must put on un-decay, 
and chis mortal part put on immortality. But when chis decaying part puts on un- 
decay, and this mortal part puts on immortality, then the word of Scripture will 
come true: Death has been swallowed up into victory’ (Isaiah 25:8). “Where, death, 
is [your) victory? Where, death, is your sting?’ (Hosea 13:14). 
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The sting of death is sin; and the power of sin is τῆς law. Thanks be to God who 
gives us the victory through our Lord Jesus Christ! 

So, my beloved fellow Christians, be firm of purpose, unbudging, always doing 
al) in your power in the Lord’s work, knowing that — in che Lord — your labour is 


We may not have followed every twist and cum of the argument 
here, but we should be heartened by Paul's massive certainties. Resur- 
rection may indeed seem like ‘news too good to be true’; but thar is 
not a discovery of the twenry-hrst century — Paul has been there 
before us and faced che difficulry. Whar makes the difference for 


him is his certainry of che unfailing presence of Christ. 


Arrangemenes for the collection 


16/4 About the collection for the saints, as 7 instructed che churches of Galatia, so you 


+4 


must do. On the first day of che week, let each of you put something aside at 
home, saving up whacever fics in with how chey are doing financially; this is to 
avoid doing the calculations when | come. But when I do come, I'll give a lerter of 
introduction to whoever meets your critena, to carty your generous gift to 
Jerusalem. And if ic is appropriate for me to go too, they'll come with me, 


The ‘collection’, for the impoverished Jerusalem Church, was of 
enormous importance for Paul. It is a statement for him of 
Chistian solidarity. Those who are becter off are, in his view, 
obliged ro look after fellow Christians who are struggling matenally. 
That is a part of whac being Christian means - looking after the 
other bic of che Body, as he might have said in Chapter 12 above. 

It may not be too fanciful to read here evidence of some lack of 
crust in the Connethian Church. For, firsc, Paul cells chem to ‘pur 
something aside’ each Sunday, rather than (as we should expect) 
bringing it to church, co put in the collection. So perhaps the 
Corinthians could not even trust each other with chantable money. 
And, second, Paul is noc at all sure whether they are prepared to 
allow him co escort the collection to Jerusalem. This Church ts not 
at ease with itself, nor with its founder. 


Paul's cravel plans 

I'll come to you when I pass through Macedonia. For | am passing chrough 
Macedonia, and perhaps I'll stay a while wich you, and even spend the winter with 
you, so that you can send me on wherever I am going. For this time | dont want co 
see you just in passing; I'm hoping to remain quite a while wich you. if che Lord 
permits. I’m staying at Ephesus until Pentecost, because a powerful door has 
opened wide for me -- and several people are opposing me. 


In che opening chapter of 2 Corinthians, we shail see thar it looks as 
Paul was over-optimisuic here, and he never actually made ic. 
All kinds of things could intervene in his missionary work. In winter, 
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snow on land and storms at sea, as well as the various kinds of 
opposition he might encounter. In addition, Paul's deepest question 
was always ‘What does Jesus want me τὸ do now?’, and chat was not 
always idencical to what che Corinthians might want him to do. 


Be nice to Timothy. Apollos won't be coming 


If Timothy comes, make sure that he comes to you without cause for fear. For he is 
doing the Lord’s work, just as | am. So don’t let anyone disdain him; send him on 
his way in peace, for him to come to me. For I’m waiting for him, with the 
Christians here. 

With regard to our brother Apollos, 1 begged and begged him to come to you 
with the other brothers and sisters, bur it was definitely not his [or: God's] wish 
that he should come to you at chis moment. He will come when the time is right. 


There is a hint of unease in these verses also. Paul ts quite menacing 
as he tries to ensure that Timothy is received properly, reminding 
them that he will soon find out whether or not chey did che right 
thing. He does not tell us why che Corinthians might not receive 
Timothy properly; it may have been a general sense of “We want the 
organ-prinder, not his monkey.’ And Apollos's absence also suggests 
looming mistrust; some may have thought that Paul was prevenung 
him from coming because he was the leader of a faction opposed to 
Paul. Or it may have been (more piously) that Apollos was so 
horrified at having his name used by a particular splinter group in 
Corinth that he thought ic better τὸ leave it awhile. It is striking, 
however, that Paul does not make it clear whose will it wasn't for 
Apollos to come to Corinth (Apollos? Paul? God?). 


Final greetings 
Stay awake; stand firm in che faith; be courageous; grow in strength. Ler all your 
business be done in love. 

One thing I'm asking of you, brothers and sisters. You know Stephanas’s house- 
hold — they were the first converts in Asia, and they have set themselves to serve the 
saincs. | want you people τὸ be subject to people like this, and to all collaborators 
and workers. I'm really happy at the presence of Stephanas and Fortunatus and 
Achaicus; because these are people who have made up for the lack of you, for they 
refreshed both my spirits and yours. So — give recognition to people of this sort. 

The churches of Asta greet you. Aquila and Prisca greet you in the Lord, along 
with the church char meets in their house. All che Christians here greet you. Greet 
each other with a holy kiss. 

Here's the greeting in my hand: PAUL 

If anyone doesn't love che Lord, let him or her be accursed. 

Marana Tha. 

The grace of Our Lord Jesus be with you. 

My love be with all of you in Christ Jesus. 
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There is a breathlessness about the last lines of the letter, and no let- 
up in the tension. The condusion begins with a reminder of certain 
virtues that they had been ignoring in Connth. It continues with 
whar is presumably a reprimand for their lack of respect for τῆς 
‘household of Stephanas, whose name suggests that he may have 
been a freedman, and perhaps therefore not caken seriously by the 
Corinthian Christians, despite his evident good will. 

Then come the usual greetings: “The churches of Asia send you 
their love’ might caprure the mood a bit better than my translation 
docs. The reference to Aquila and Prisca reminds us that Acts 18 has 
Paul working and living in Corinth with this husband and wile 
team, who were also responsible for capturing the gifted Apollas. 

As usual, Paul makes his mark on the papyrus of the letter, with 
an insistence on ‘loving the Lord’, and an Aramaic prayer, ‘Ou 
Lord, come’, and a characteristic conclusion, where Jesus is twice 
mentioned, and love is given its proper place. 

So ends perhaps Paul's most remarkable letter. 


1'- 


The Second Letter to the 


Corinthians 


Opening greeting 
Paul, apostle of Jesus Christ through the will of God, and Timothy our fellow 
Christian, to the Church of God which is in Corinth, along with all the saints who 


are in che whole of Achaia. Grace to you and peace, from God our Father and che 


Lord Jesus Christ. 


This is an entirely characteristic opening τὸ a Pauline letter; notice 
his distinctive emphasis that his vocation as an apostle is through 
the will of God’; his mention of Timothy (1 Corinthians 16:10-11 
appears to suggest thar they had been less than respectful of him); the 
extension of the greeting beyond the confines of Corinth to ‘the 
whole of Achaia’; Paul’s use of the words ‘grace’ and ‘peace’, which 
are very important elements in his understanding of what God has 
done in Christ; and, finally, the mention, virtually in the same breath, 
of God the Father and Jesus. All of this sets the scene for what is to 
follow. 

This is perhaps Paul's most passionate and emotional letrer. In 
consequence, it is very often hard to see precisely what he is saying, 
and the sound of the Greek is jerky and at times impenetrable. The 
translation has left Paul obscure where he has been obscure (generally 
noting when chis was the case); but che reader needs τὸ be assured 
that no disrespect is thereby intended to the apostle. 


Thanksgiving 

Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, che Facher of mercies and 
the God of all comfort, who comforts us in all our affliction, so that we can comfort 
people in all [kinds of] distress, through the comfort with which we ourselves have 
been comforted by God. Because just as Christ's sufferings overflow τὸ us, so, 
through Christ, our comfort also overflows. [f we are being afflicted [it is] for your 
comforc and salvation. If we are being comforted, ic is for your comfort, which 
works itself out in enduring che same sufferings that we are undergoing. And our 
expectation for you is solidly based; we know char just as you are partners in the 
suffering, so also [you will be partners] in the comfort. 


Notice the tension here, berween ‘comfort’ and ‘affliction’. In one 
guise or another, this will run chrough all of che letter; at present the 
reader does not know, although presumably the Corinthians who 
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firse heard this letter read out did know, what are the ‘afflictions’ for 
which comfort is on offer. But clearly there is a continuity between 
the sufferings of Christ, those of Paul, and whatever the Corinthians 
were currently having to put up with. Neuce also the word ‘partners’, 
which translates two words thar are familiar from 1 Corinthians, 
koinonos and koinonia, which refer to ideas like partnership, union, 
communion, and solidancy. And, as in the opening of 1 Corinthians, 
the series of passive verbs may carry a warning to the Corinthians 
not τὸ pride themselves too much. 


Some unidentihable troubles 


My fellow Christians, we do not want you to be ignorant of the affliction that 
happened to us in Asia, [when] we were weighed down, far beyond our resources. 
The result was chat we even despaired of living; we actually had the death sentence 
on us; this was so that we should not teust in ourselves, bur in God who raises up 
the dead. God is the one who rescued us from so great a [danger of] death, and 
will rescue us again; that is the God in whom we still hope that he will rescue us 
once more, as long as you join in helping us with your prayers, in onder that 
thanksgiving may be made on our behalf from many people, because of the favour 
prancted to us through many prayers. 


The translation of the last sentence is, frankly, amyonc’s guess; and 
indeed, for what we know, it is anyone's guess what the life-chreatcning 
troubles were to which Paul refers, chough evidently he expected the 
Corinthians to know. They may be hinted at in 1 Corinthians 
15:32; 16:9, and in che account in Acts 19 of che riots in Ephesus. 
What comes ouc with absolute clarity is Paul's τοῖα! dependence on 
God, his insistence on the Resurrection, and his afirmation of the 
importance of prayer as something that Christians do for each other. 


Boasting: only in God, and in Jesus Christ 

For this is our boast, the witness that our conscience bears, that we have conducted 
ourselves in the world, more especially towards you, with the simplicity and purity 
of God, not by human cleverness, but by God's grace. For all we write to you is 
noching other than what you read, and what you recognise. And my hope is that 
you will [continuc to] recognise to the cnd, just as you partly recognised us, that 
we are your boast, just as you are our boast on the day of our Lord Jesus. 


Look out for the idea of boasting in chis letter; this section, obviously, 
begins and ends with it; we shall see it again. Probably we may read 
‘between the lines’ here, that the Corinthians have been complaining 
about Paul. They may well have been complaining chat he is different 
in person τὸ how he presents himself in his letters. 


Panl’s abandoned travel plans 


It was with chis confidence that | was wandng τὸ come τὸ you before, for you to 
have a second chance of the gift; [the idez was] τὸ come via you to Macedonia, and 
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then to come back to you again after Macedonia, and have you send me on my 
way to Judaea. So when | was planning this, was | ‘behaving irresponsibly’? [Are 
you saying that] my decision was an unspiritual decision, so that tn my case ‘yes 
should mean ‘yes’ and ‘no’ should mean ‘no? 

It is God who is reliable: our word to you is not ‘yes-and-no’. For the Son of 
God, Jesus Christ, che one who was proclaimed arrong you through us, chat is τὸ 
say through me and Silvanus and Timothy, wasn’ ‘yes-and-no’ but ‘yes. For as 
many as are the promises of God, in [Jesus they find their] ‘yes’. So it is through 
him chat the ‘Amen’ is [piven] to God for glory, through our [preaching]. It is God 
who confirms us — along with you — into Christ; and God who anoints us; God 
who gives us the certificate of authenticiry, and who provides the down-payment 
of the Spirit of God in our hearts. 


Clearly there have been complaints from Corinth (for another 
example, later in che letter, see 2 Corinthians 10:1, 10, 11); and the 
ground for complaint is that in 1 Corinthians 16:5-9 Paul said that 
he would come, and never turned up. They seem to have accused 
him of irresponsibility and selfishness (‘unspiritual decision’) and 
vacillation. Paul 1s nor pleased, that much is clear: but notice how, 
as always, he brings the question back to God and to Jesus Christ, or 
to God-in-Jesus-Christ. There is an untranslatable pun towards che 
end of this section, when Paul speaks of Christ (The Anointed 
One’ or ‘Messiah’), and then, immediately afterwards, of "God who 
anoints us. His apostolate, he never tires of saying, is from God, as 
is Christ’s mission. If they don’t like it, ir is Christ they have to 
blame, not Paul. 


Paul's attitude to the Corinthian Christians 


I call on God as my witness (I stake my life on 1} that it was in order to spare 
you thac I did nor after all come to Corinth. This was not because we lord ir over 
your faith. No — we are working with you, to bring you joy. For it is by faith char 
you stand. 


For my decision was not to return to you in grief. For if I cause you grief, who is to 
cheer me up, other than the one whom I have grieved? And this is the reason why I 
wrote this letter: {I didnt want to] come and have grief from the ones who ought 
to bring me joy. | am convinced with regard to all of you thar my joy is thac of you 
all. It was our of great affliction and anguish of heart that I wrote to you, with many 
tears; [] didn't want] you to grieve, but to know the love 1 have especially for you. 


There had obviously been a major breakdown in relations berween 
Paul and the Christians in Corinth, and both sides have been upset. 
Paul is here crying to rebuild the relationship, withour retreating 
from whatever position it was that he had adopted. Quite clearly he 
is very fond of his Corinchians, even when chey irritate him. 


Punishing (but with love) a person who has done wrong 


If someone has caused grief, it wasn't to me that they caused it, burt to all of you, in 
a way (I don’t want to exaggerate). For a person like that this punishment is 
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appropriate, at the hands of the majority, so that -- on the contrary -- you should 
rather forgive the person and comfort them; we don’t want a person like that to be 
overwhelmed with greater grief. So ['m encouraging you to reafirm your love for 
that person. This was the reason I wrote, to know your quality, to sec if you are 
obedient in every respect. If you forgive somcone, so do [: for any forgiveness that 
[ have granted (if I Aave granted any), is for your sakes, in the person of Christ. We 
dont want to be ourwitted by Saran; for we are well aware of Satan's intentions. 


The translation is tricky here; to follow what ts going on, and to 
decide how to rake some of the Greek words and phrases that Paul 
uses, we would need to hear both ends of the ‘telephone conversation 
ar once, Without that, the cranslation depends on interpretative guess- 
work Clearly someone (perhaps the incestuous person of 1 Corinthians 
5:1, or perhaps a visitor from elsewhere who has challenged Paul's 
right to be an apostle} has done something that requires drastic 
measures in response; Paul regards the offence (whatever it was) as 
utterly evil, che work of Satan, and, clearly, he was not too pleased 
with how the Corinthians had coped with it. And, in all probability, 
someone has been questioning Paul’s authority, which is never ἃ 


good idea. 


A slightly mysterious travel detail 
When I came to Troas, for the gospel of Christ, and because a door opened for me 


in the Lord, [ could nor relax spiritually, because | didn’t find Titus, my fellow 
Christian. Instead, I said goodbye to them, and leh for Macedonia. 


Troas is a regular port from which to Jeave Asia Minor for Europe 
(see Acts 16:11, and consult a map); so clearly Paul was on his way 
to Corinth after some arrangements had broken down. Once again. 
we cannot be clear what has happened, but he seems still to be 
referring to his falure to come to Corinth (which was partly 
through a desire not τὸ cause more pain). 


God's is the victory; and Paul is God’s apostle 

Thanks be to God, who always leads us in triumph in Cheist, and who always 
makes known the fragrance of the knowledge of him, through us, everywhere we 
go. Because we are Christ's ‘sweet scent to God, among those who are being saved, 
and among those who are being lost. For some it is a scent that leads them from 
death to death; for others, it is a smell that leads from tife to life — and who is equal 
to this [task}? For we aren't (as many people are) putting God's word up for sale. 
No — it is with pure motives that we speak in Christ. No — ict is from God and 
before God that we speak. 


Once again we should very much like to know what those 
Corinthians knew; they muse have understood precisely whac he 
was telling chem. Paul uses a metaphor Clead in ciumph)) from a Roman 
victory parade, which shows him τὸ be God's willing prisoner; he 
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chen uses (almost battering it inco che ground) another (the sweet 
smell of sacrifices) from Old Testament religion. Both of these 
images emphasise how God and Christ are ac the hearc of Paul's life 
and ministry. He sees his ministry as a daunting task, buc one char 
he thinks he is at least performing with integrity. And ic is a matter 
of ‘life and death. - 


From the Corinthian complaints to Paul’s ministry 


Are we starting to ‘commend ourselves’ again? Surely we don’t need any letters of 
recommendation, either to you or from you! Yow are our letter, a letter written on 
our hearts, known and read by everyone; you are revealed to be Christs lecter, 
served up by us, written nor in ink but in che Spirit of the Living God, not on 
stone tablets, δας on the tablets of hearts of flesh. 


Implicit in che complaints that che Corinthians have evidently been 
making is a protest about how Paul has been approaching his 
ministry, and possibly also abour his reaction to criticism — the idea 
of ‘commending oneself” will appear again and again in this letter, 
and may have been a quotation from his Corinthian opponents. 
Paul has heard their protest, and now shifts, almost imperceptibly, 
into a defence of his aposrolate. Buc ir is noc just prickly 
defensiveness; as we shal] see in what follows, Paul is now thinking 
his way through his cheory of what it is co be an apostle, and what tt 
is to be a church. What comes next is an account of what God is 
doing in Christ, and in Paul, and why it matters, for Corinth, and 
for the world at large. The idea of the letter “known and read’ by 
everyone, contains another untranslatable pun: see 1:13. The metaphor 
of a letter may perhaps have been suggested by what Paul was 
actually doing, and perhaps reflects his discovery of just how powerful 
a letter can be as a means of communication. 


The ministry of the living God 


We have as much conhdence as this in God through Christ. It is not that we are 
sufficient from our own resources, to credit anything as coming from us. No -- our 
resources come fram God, who has given us the resources to be ministers of the 
New Covenant, which is a covenant not of the letter but of the Spirit. For the letrer 
kills, but che Spirit gives life. 

[f che ministry of death, carved in stone letters, made its appearance in radiance, 
so that the children of Israel were unable co look on the face of Moses, because of 
the transient nature of the radiance of his face, will noc the ministry of the Spicit all 
the more appear in radiance? 

If the minisery [thac led to] condemnation had its own radiance, all the more 
will the ministry of righteousness be saturated in radiance. You see, chat which has 
been endowed with radiance is not in this case given radiance because of its own 
surpassing radiance. If thac which is transient has radiance, how much more that 
which is permanent? 
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If you did not understand a word of this, dont worry; it is not easy, 
and scholars are divided about what it might mean, What is clear is 
that Paul is emphasising τῆς superiority of the New Covenant to che 
old. Once again, we see his insistence chat it is life over deach; and 
on the side of life, Paul speaks of spirit and of righteousness. 

Why could the children of Israel not look on Moses’ face? Because 
he had been close to God (see Exodus 34:29-35); and. some scholars 
sugpest, the children of Istacl had already indicated chat they didn’t 
want to get too close to the living God (see Exodus 20:18-21). 

Whar has this got to do with Paul and his Corinthians? They need 
to accept this opportunity for direct access to the New Covenant of 
the Living God, and willingly. 


Unrestrained access to God 


So since we have a hope as great as this, let us behave wich great boldness. Let's not 
be like Moses, who put a veil on his face, so chat che children of Israel should not 
look upon the end of what was transitory. Instead, cheir choughts were hardened. 
Right up to che present day, chere is sull che same veil at che reading of the Old 
Covenant; the veil is not lifted up, because in Chast [the Old Covenant] is cransitory. 

Instead, right down to today, whenever Moses is read, a veil lies over their hearts. 
“But whenever he tumed to che Lord, the veil was lifted’ (Exodus 34:34). Now rhe 
Lord is the Spirit, and where chere is che Spirit of τῆς Lord, there is freedom. Burt 
all of us, wich uncovered faces contemplating [or: ‘reflecting’) che Lord’s radiance, 
are transformed from radiance into radiance, as from che Spirit of the Lord. 


This is sull difficult co follow; but a few things are clear: 

© ‘boldness’ is an important idea. The children of the New Covenanc 

enjoy (and should make use of) unrestrained access to God; 

Moses’ veiled face prevenes the children of tsrael from encountering 

God's radiance, and from seeing chat the Old Covenant is cansitory; 

¢ Jesus, on the other hand, is the likeness of God; and Paul has 

gazed on thar likeness — bur the radiance is not to be hidden. 

Instead, there is the opportunity for all to be transformed; 

Spint, Lord, Jesus, God, are all part-names for the bright reality 

that is being offered; 

¢ we may also notice how, in this lene, Paul makes use of che 
metaphor of ‘leer’. In 3:1 he contrasts ‘letters of recommenda- 
tion’ with the living ‘letter’ chat che Corinthians are, a ‘letter of 
Christ’, wricten not in ink but in che Spint of the Living God, on 
the heart, nor on stone tablets (and we think of Ezekiel! 36:26). 
Later on he will refer co “The Letter’ (7:8), which caused them 
pain, and is pam of che history of their complicated relationship. 
Chapter 3:6 contrasts ‘writing’ and ‘Spirit’, and verses 7 and 8 
contrast stone-death with radiance-life. Verse 9 drifts from the 
metaphor, but note how che contrast continues: condemnation- 
righteousness. In verses 14 and 15, che metaphor of ‘letter’ recurs 
with the idea of ‘reading’. We have unrestrained access, and the 
access can transform us. 


This is difficult material, but che broad landmarks are clear enough. 
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No veil over our hearts 


Because of this, since we have this ministry, just as we have received mercy, we do 
noc lose heart; instead, we have renounced che things that we hide out of shame. 
We do noc behave in a crafty manner; we do not falsify God's word. Instead, we 
recommend ourselves to the conscience of all people before God, by revealing the 
Truth. lf our gospel is a hidden one, it is [only] hidden for those who are on the 
way to destruction, those among whom the god of this age has blinded the 
thoughts of unbelievers, so that they do not see the gospel’s illumination, che 
radiance of Christ, who is the likeness of Gad. 

We do not, you see, preach ourselves, but the Lord Jesus Christ, and ourselves as 
your slaves because of Jesus. For it is God who said, ‘out of darkness light shall shine’; 
and that is the God who has shone in our hearts, to illuminate the knowledge of 
che radiance of God, in the person [or face] of Jesus Chrise. 


To grasp what is going on here, it is important to see that Paul is still 
thinking of the experience of the children of Israel in the desert. He 
seems to be saying chat because chey did not want to see the living 
God, Moses wore a veil, which also had the effect of hiding from 
them the fact that the dispensation was not going to last. Now, 
however, the vision ts available, because Christ is the likeness of 
God, and God can therefore be known, and the world (all people’) 


transformed. 


The power is God's, not ours 


But we hold this treasure in clay pots, so that the immense power should be [seen 
to be] from God and not from us. 

In every way we are afflicted, but not crushed; we are perplexed, but not despairing. 
We are persecuced, but not utterly abandoned, scruck down bur not destroyed, 
always carrying around Jesus’ pucting-to-death in our body, so that Jesus’ life might 
he revealed in our body, 

For all the tire we who are alive are being handed over to death because of Jesus, 
so that Jesus’ life may be revealed in our mortal flesh. 

The result [5 thac deach is doing tts work in us, but life in you. We have the same 
Spirit of faith, according co the Scripture, ‘I believed, and so I spoke.’ In just the 
same way, we believe, and so we speak, knowing that the one who raised the Lord 
Jesus will raise us also with Jesus and will set us before him, along with you. 

For everything is because of you, in order that increasing grace may, through the 
thanksgiving of the many, overflow to the radiance [or: ‘glory’] of God. 

So [as I] say] we do not lose heart; no — even if our outer being is wasting away, 
our inner being keeps being renewed, day in and day out. 

For che present lightweight of our affliction is bringing about an incomparable, 
immeasurable, solid weight of glory for us. We keep our eyes, noc on che things 
that are visible, but on the things that are invisible; for visible things are just 
temporary, while invisible chings are eternal. 


Now, you may feel, we are emerging into the sunlight, and that 
difficult passage in the last chapter starts to make sense. As always, 
Paul’s eyes are on God, nor on himself; hence the contrast berween 
the ‘treasure’ and the ‘clay pots’ in which the treasure is contained. 
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The clay pots represent apostles for Paul; buc the διτεπτίοπ of Paul 
and of his Corinthians must always be on the glory of God, This 
‘glory’ is invisible, but it exercises an unmistakably transforming 
power — Paul clearly expected to be able to see it make a difference. 

The word that 1 have translated as ‘radiance’ is often rendered as 
‘glory; the reader needs to have both ideas in mind. 

Notice how important resurrection is in Paul's thinking. It seems 
to him entirely appropriate that he and his fellow ministers should 
be suffering, because the same God who raised Jesus from the dead 
is stil] ac work, bringing out the ‘glory’ rhae (ac che moment) cant 
quite be seen. 


God is working our transformation 


For we know that when our earthly home [which is no more than a tent] is 
destroyed, we have a building from God, a house not made by hand, eternal, in 
heaven. For in our present [home] we are groaning, longing to put on, aver the 
top, our home from heaven. That is, assuming chat once we strip off we shall not 
turn out to be naked. For while we are in the tent, we groan and are weighed 
down, because we do not want to strip off, but co puc on additional clothing, so 
that what is deathly in us may be swallowed up by life. It is God who is working on 
us for this very purpose, God who gives us the down-payment of the Sport. 

So let us always take courage, and know chat when we are at home in the body 
we are away from che Lord. The thing is, it is through faith that we proceed, not 
through ourward appearance. We take courage, and we prefer to be away from the 
body and at home with the Lord. Therefore it is our ambition, whether at home or 
away, to be pleasing co him. For all of us must appear before Christ's tribunal, so 
that each one may receive a reward for the things they have done through the body, 
whether good or evil. 


For Paul, resurrection is central and indispensable to the gospel. 
This means looking beyond what js present and tangible. Ir is not 
something we can take for granted (we might easily miss out on it) 
— but we can be confident that God is unceasingly at work τὸ bring 
about resurrection. How do we know? As far as Paul is concerned, it 
is through the Spirit, a palpable presence. Have we lost something 
here? 

The reference to Christ's tribunal may remind the alerr reader 
about τῆς cribunal in Corinth before which Pau! was hauled, according 
to Acts 18:12. More than that, it may serve as a reminder chat Jesus 
is Judge for Paul; that is to say, he is (yet again) taking over a 
function hitherto reserved for God. 

The ‘down-payment of the Spirit’. What does Paul mean by this 
{which also appears at 1:22)? 


What God-in-Christ has done; what the Corinthians should do 


So, since we know che fear of the Lord, we are trying to persuade human beings -- 
to God we are transparent. But | hope chat we are transparent also to your 
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consciences. We are not (once more) ‘recommending ourselves τὸ you, but giving 
vou an Incentive for boasting about us, so that you may have [something to say] to 
those who boast about appearances, and not in the heart. For if we are ‘out of our 
minds’, it is for God; if we are in a calm state, that is for you. For Christ's love 
constrains us. Our verdict ts this: if one has died on behalf of all, then all have died. 
And he died for all, in order thac those who live mighy no longer live to themselves, 
bur to the one who died for them and was raised. 

So then: from now on, we regard nobody from a worldly point of view. Even tf 
we knew Christ in the Hesh, we no longer do so. The result is chac if someone ts ‘in 
Christ’, chey are a new creation. What is old has passed away — look, [the] new has 
come! Everything comes from God, who, through Christ, reconciled us to himself, 
and who gave us this ministry of reconciliation. That is, that God was in Chrisr 
reconciling the world to himself, not reckoning their cransgressions to them, and 
purting his message of reconciliation tn us. 

So we are Christ's ambassadors: [imagine] that God is pleading through us. On 
Christ's behalf we smplore you: be reconciled to God. {Christ] who had no 
knowledge of sin, God made into ‘sin’ for our sakes, so that in Christ we should 
become (τοῦ κα righteousness. 


Even in translation, Paul’s passion ‘s unmistakable here. Whar is he 
trying to get the Corinthians to do? Nor to admire Paul, but to ‘be 
reconciled τὸ God’. Some of them may have dismissed him, perhaps 
because he is so passionate about Christ, as ‘out of his mind’; but as 
far as Paul is concerned, he is speaking of the deepest reality of all, 
God's Resurrection viccory over Death; and char deepest reality is 
not just a gift co Jesus. Ir is available to transform che lives of 
absolutely everybody, such is God's generosity. Bur God will noc 
force us. So ‘be reconciled to God’, says Paul to the Corinthians 
(dressing up as ‘God’s diplomat’, although not perhaps in diplomatic 
language} and be astonished at God's generosity: he made Christ 


into ‘sin’, all for us! 


Paul’s plea 


So we are working along with you, and we beg you nor to make God's gift useless, 
once you have accepted ir. You know how he says, ‘Ac the acceptable time I listened 
to you, and on the day of salvation | helped you’ (Isaiah 49:8). Look! New is the 
beautifully acceprable time! Look! Now is the day of salvation! We do not give any 
occasion of offence, so that our ministry should not be censured. Instead, in every 
respect, we commend ourselves’ as ministers of God: we put up with much 
affliction, calamities, difficulties, Hoggings, imprisonment, political disturbance, 
hard work, nights without sleep, days without food. We endure in sincerity and 
knowledge, in patience and decency, in the Holy Spirit, in unfeigned love, in 
speaking the ceuth, in che power of God. Our means are the armour of righteousness, 
to right and to left, through glory and dishonour, through ill repute and good 
repute. [We are reparded] as deceitful -- and yel we are true; as unrecognised — and 
yet we are known; as dying — and look! we are alive; as punished — and yet not puc 
to death; as distressed — and yet always rejoicing; as beggars — and yet we make 
many people rich; as having nothing — and yet possessing everything. 
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There is no main verb in the list of disasters and triumphs that starts 
with “We do not give any occasion of offence’; so cven saying ‘we’ 
here is only an intelligent guess at translating a string of participles. 
It is clear, chough, what Paul is saying: seen in the light of the Resur- 
rection, his ministry (and presumably chat of Silvanus and Timothy 
also) is not the string of cacastrophes that his opponents are 
suggesting. Clearly Paul’s life as an apostle has been an eventful one, 
though it is beyond us to reconstruct exactly what it had involved, 
or to fit his account with whar is reported in Acts. 


The plea resumed (after the dramatic autobiographical interlude) 


We have spoken openly to you, Corinthians; you have a place in our affections. It 
is ποῖ in us that you are cramped, bur in your own emotions. In return, open 


yourselves also up to us (] am speaking as [a father speaks] to children). 


Avoid anything that is not the living God 

Don't get mismated with unbelievers; for what do righteousness and lawlessness 
have in common? How can light and darkness be partners? Can Christ and Beliar 
sing in harmony? What has a believer in common with an unbeliever? Whar agreement 


can there be berween the Temple of God and idols? You see, we are the Temple of 
the living God, as God said, 


ἽἼ shall dwell and walk among them 
and | shall be their God and they shall be my people.’ 


Therefore “Come out of the midst of them and be separated,’ says the Lord, and 


‘Do not touch what is unclean 
and I shall welcome you 
and I shall be as a Father τὸ you 
and you shall be as sons and daughters to me,’ 


says the Lord Almighty. 


So, my dear ones, since we have these promises, let us purify ourselves from cvery 


defilement of flesh and spirit, bringing abour sanctification by the fear of God. 


[t is not altogether easy here to know whac target Paul has in mind, 
and some scholars, noting that the previous section and that which 
follows flow easily into each other, have suggested that it is an 
interpolation, perhaps part of anocher letter chat Paul wrote to his 
Corinthians. For a variery of reasons it seems better to read it here as 
Christians have read it for twenty centunes, and to admit that while 
we cannot be clear precisely what Paul has in view, the Corinthians 
will have been in no doubt. 

When Paul tells che Corinthians not co get ‘mismated with 
unbelicvers, it is undeniably strong language — but it ts what he 
wrote. 


The three quotations above are from Exodus 29:45; Isaiah 52:1} 
and 43:6 respectively. 
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The plea resumed 


Make room for us. There is nobody we have wronged, nobody we have ruined, 
nobody we have taken advantage of. What I say is not co condemn [anybody]; for 
Ι have already said that you are in our hearts, co live and die together. [ have great 
confidence in you; I boast a good deal about you; am filled with comfort, and 
overflowing with joy, after all our affliction. 


Reviewing their intimate and painful relationship 

For when we came into Macedonia, our Hesh had no rest — we were afflicted in 
every respect, with assaults from outside and fears within. But God, who comforts 
the lowly, comforted us through Titus’s arrival, and not just his arrival, but also the 
comfort he had received in regard to you. He reported to us your longing for us, 
vour grieving, and your enthusiastic support for me — so chat | rejotced all the 
more. 

Because even if I caused you pain by “The Letter’, I don't feel any regret. Even if 
I had had some regret (because I observe that “Thac Lecter’ caused you pain, even if 
it was only for a while), now I'm glad, not because you experienced pain, but 
because your pain led to your repenting. The pain you felt was in God's way, so 
that in no respect did you lose anything at our hands, because pain that is in God's 
way leads to repentance, and co salvation char is [certainly] not to be regretted. 
Whereas the world’s pain brings about death. Look whar this very business of 
being pained ‘in God's way’ has brought about tn you, how much eagerness -- but 
also a desire to defend yourselves, but also some indignation, but also some fear, 
but also some longing, but also some zeal, but also some vindication. In every 
respect, you commend yourselves to be innocent in the affair. 

So then, even if I did write to you, ic wasnt because of the person who had done 
wrong, nor because of the person who had been wronged, buc because of this 
eagerness of yours thar has been shown on our behalf, before God. Because of this 
we have been comforted. 

In addition to the comfort we received, we rejoiced even ‘abundantlier’ at Titus's 
joy — because his spirit was cefreshed by all of you. Because if I had boasted to him 
a bit abouc you, | wasn't embarrassed. Instead, as we told you, just as we had told 
you the cruch in every respect, so also our boasting before Titus came true. And his 
heart goes out co you all the more abundantly when he remembers the obedience 
you al! showed, how you welcomed him ‘with fear and trembling’. I'm delighted 
that in every respect [ can count on you. 


This is an extraordinarily warm and intimate passage, from this 
most emotional of Paul’s lecters. His affection is plain to see, even as 
he admits chat there have been difficulties. Notice how all the time 
Paul brings the issue back to God, and what God is doing in the 
situation. 

The syntax in the last-but-one sentence of the second paragraph Is 
very hard co represenr in English in any satisfactory way, and is a 
poor representation, buc the best that I can do, of Paul’s use of a 
conjunction that means something like ‘bur’, only rather stronger. 

The horrid word ‘abundantlier’ is an attempt to express Paul's 
rather ungrammatical enthusiasm. 
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The collection 


I am letting you know, brothers and sisters, [about] God's collection [literally: ‘grace ; 
see also 1 Corinthians 16:3], which was given by the churches of Macedonia, 
because it was through trial and much affliction that the overflowing of their joy 
and their profound poverty overHowed into the wealth of their simplicity; because 
I am witness thac of theit own accord, in line with what they could manage, and 
even beyond what they could manage, they begged us, most earnestly, for the grace 
and communion of the ministry to the saints, not as we had expected — instead, 
they gave themselves in the first place to the Lord, and to us through the will of 
God. The result was that we asked Titus, just as he had already made a beginning, 
so he would also complete this work of generosiry among you. 

But, as you overflow in every way, in faith and rhetoric, and knowledge and all 
eagerness, and in the love among you that comes from us, may you abound also in 
this work of grace. | am not saying this as a command, but through the eagerness 
of others, and testing the genuineness of your love; for you know the grace of our 
Lord Jesus Christ, that because of us he became poor although he was rich, so that 
you might be rich through his poverty. And let me give you my opinion in this 
matter; chis is for your benefit. A year ago you had already begun, not just to act 
but also to want to act; now bring the action to completion, so thac your enthusiastic 
wanting may be matched by our bringing it to completion (so far as you are able). 
For if the enthusiasm is there, it is acceptable in proportion to what a person has, 
not in proportion to what a person does not have. 

The idea is not that other people should get relief, while you get afHiction; it is a 
question of equalisation — your present surplus balanced againse their present need. 
Then cheir surplus may assist your need, so that there may be equalisation, as it is 
written, 


‘The one who [gathered] much did noc have a surplus; 
the one who [gathered] lictle did not po in want.’ 


Thanks be to God, who pur inco Titus’s heart this eagerness for you, because he 
accepted the request; but because he was so very eager, of his own initiative he 
went off to [visit] you. 

Along with him we senc the Christian, who is [widely] commended in all the 
churches [for his service to] the gospel. Not only that, but he was appointed by the 
churches as our travelling-companion, for this collection chat was served up by us 
to the glory of God himself, and our pood will. We tried to avoid anyone finding 
fault with us because of this lavish gift that is being served up by us; for we took 
careful thought, about not just how τῆς Lord might see it, but also about how 
humans might see it. Wich them we senc that fellow Christian of ours, whose 
qualiry we have frequently tested, in many different circumstances: he is in earnest, 
and much more so now, with great confidence in you. If there is any problem about 
Titus, he is my partner and a fellow worker as far as you are concerned. If [about] 
our brethren, they are apostles of the churches, the glory of Christ. So give them 
proof of your love, and of our boasting on your behalf, in the presence of che 
churches. 


The collection was of enormous importance to Paul, not just for che 
relicf it broughe to Christians in Jerusalem, who had no access 
to the welfare system chae Jewish inhabitants operated there. The 
importance was also theological: this is how we do things in the 
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Body of Christ. So we notice che number of ‘theologically weight- 
bearing’ terms that he uses here, and their Hexibiliry. The word for 
‘collection’ is che word he uses also for God's ‘grace’, for ‘generosicy’, 
and even for ‘thanks’. In addition he uses the root of the words for 
‘ministry’ (which I have translated also as ‘served up’ and ‘administered’, 
‘affliction’, ‘simplicicy’ (see 2 Corinthians 1:12; 8:2; 9:11, 13; 11:3, 
and not much used outside this letter, so it is clearly a term of some 
importance for this situation), ‘comfort’ (also translated as ‘beg or 
‘'ask’}, and ‘communion’ (‘fellowship’ or ‘solidarity’). See how many 
other words you can see that are frequent in 2 Corinthians. Paul's 
theological insight here is: if this is how God has acted towards us in 
Christ, chat is how we should act cowards others who are ‘in Christ. 

The ‘equalisation’ quotation, ‘the one who [gathered] much did 
not have a surplus .. .’ is from Exodus 16:18, where it refers to 
God’s astonishing (and very precise) generosiry with the manna. 
The point here is that Paul is trying to encourage the Corinthians to 
live out cheir generous desires, and not co fear that they will thereby 
be deprived. 

There are occasional signs of haste here, and ic is sometimes 
difficult co translate individual elements with any confidence; but 
the overall meaning is clear. Notice (as in 1 Corinthians 16) the 
occasional hints thac che Corinthians may not quite trust Paul in 
financial matters. We have no very clear idea who Js che ‘Christian’ 


or ‘fellow Christian’ of whom Paul speaks. 


A reminder to be generous in the collection 


As regards the ministry to the sainrs, it is superfluous for me to write to you. For 
[ am well aware of your eagerness (about which 1 have boasted to rhe Macedonians!), 
that Achata has been all ready since last year; and your ardour spurred most of 
them on, Buc I sent the brechren, so that our boasting about you might not prove 
holiow — I wanted you to be all ready, as I had told them. J didn't want us (never 
mind you!) to be embarrassed by chis confidence, for example if some Macedonians 
accompanied you and found you unprepared! So it was necessary for me to ask 
those brethren to go on ahead to you and make che advance arrangements for the 
generosity that you had previously promised, [so that it would] be ready, like an act 
of generosity, and not [as something reluctantly conceded] by greedy people. 

[Think of) this: the one who sows sparingly will also reap sparingly, and the one 
who sows generously will also reap generously. Each one as he has decided in 
advance, nor sadly or under compulsion, for God loves a cheerful giver. For Gad is 
strong enough to overflow every kind of grace on you, so that always and in every 
way you may have enough of everything, and you may overflow into every kind of 
good deed. As it is written, 


‘He scattered, he gave to the poor; 
his righteousness remains for ever’ (Psalm 112:9). 


The one who organises ‘seed for the sower and bread for food’ will also organise 
and increase your seed, and multiply the produce of your righteousness. [You will 
be} enriched into cotal simplicicy, which brings abour thanksgiving to God 


through us. Because the ministry of this service doesn’t just provide for the needs of 
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the saints, but also overflows through much thanksgiving to God. Through the 
qualiry of this ministry, [you are] glonfying God in the obedience of your confession 
of faith in the gospel of Christ, and by the simplicity of your solidarity with them 
and with all. And by their prayer for you they long for you because of the 
exceptional grace of God [that has come] upon you. Thanks be to God for his 
incxpressible gift. 


Once again, Paul is utterly passionate in what he is saying here, and 
occasionally he is dictating so fast chat we can see what he is saying, 
but noc quite how it fics together. The second and third sentences 
from the end, for example, are completely without a main verb in 
Greek. 

The collectian is of huge importance to Paul, and, as before, there 
are many words chat we have already recognised as important in the 
letter: ministry, superfluity (also overflow or abundance), cagerness, 
boasting, ardour, promise, grief, quality, chanks (or grace), glory, 
simplicity, fellowship (or communion or solidarity), and che whole 
notion of generosity: Christians should act as God has acted towards 
them. Thar is how the transforming power of God-in-Christ works 
in the world. 

We can allow ourselves a little smile at Paul's appeal to inter- 
provincial rivalry with his mention of ‘Macedonians’, but we do not 
know enough of the circumstances to be sure what his point is here. 

Lastly, read through che passage again, and see if you detect any 
hincs chat Paul is here soothing ruffled feathers. People can get very 


apicated where money is concerned. 


A sudden change of tone 


10°41 myself, Paul, beg you, chrough che meekness and gentleness of Christ, | who am 
‘humble face τὸ face’ among you, but ‘courageous when absent’ with regard to you. 
[ implore you chat, when I am present, I won't [have to] be courageous with the 
conhdence which I reckon on [in order] to face down certain people who reckon 
that we are operating in a merely human way. 

For alchough we may behave in a merely human way, our strategy is not merely 
human: for the weapons [we use in] our military campaign are not merely human, 
but powerful, and on God's side, able to destroy fortresses: (they can] demolish 
sophistries, and cvery high tower chat is raised up against che knowledge of God. 
And [they can] take prisoner every intellectual concept, to make ἴα obey Christ; 
and they remain at the ready, ro avenge all disobedience, whenever your obedience 
is Fulfilled. 

Look at what is staring you in the face. If a person is confident in himself or 
herself that they belong co Christ, let chem consider this fact for themselves, char 
just as they [may] belong to Christ, so also do we. For if | start boasting a little too 
extravagantly abour this authoriry of ours which the Lord gave us (for upbuilding, 
and not for destruction), I shan be embarrassed. [1 don't want) to seem as if I’m 
[trying to} terrify you through the ‘Letters’. Because someone says, ‘[Paul’s} letters 
are weighty and powerful, but his physical presence is unimpressive and his 
rhetonc contempuble.’ Someone like chat should reckon chat we are just the same 
when present, and th action, as we are at long distance, and by letter. 
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We wouldnt have the nerve to put ourselves in che same class or compare 
ourselves to those who ‘commend themselves’; buc those people who measure 
themselves by their own standards, and compare themselves with one anocher, 
don’t understand. We, however, won't boast ourside the proper measure. No — our 
boasting will be in accordance with the measure of the rule that God apportioned 
τὸ us ἃς Our measure, to reach as far as you. For we are not over-extending our- 
selves, as though we had not reached you; for we were actually che first to reach as 
far as vou in [preaching] che gospel of Christ. You see, we dont boast inappropriately 
about che work that others have done; our expectation is that as your faith grows it 
has increased [according to our measure], so that it overHlows to preach the gospel 
in the regions that are beyond you, not to boast about someone else’s work in 
places which are already evangelised. ‘Let the one who boasts, boast in the Lord.’ 
For it’s not the person who ‘commends himself’ who is trustworthy, but the one 
whom the Lord commends. 


There is a very sudden change of tone at the beginning of Chapter 
10. Paul once again seems very cross, and it is nor absolucely clear to 
the reader what he is cross about. This has led some scholars to 
argue that Chapters 10 and 11 are part of another letter thar Paul 
sent τὸ Corinth. We shall read it as it stands -- but che reader should 
nore that as ic stands ic is hard τὸ be quite sure precisely what Paul is 
saying, except that in the final paragraph it looks as chough some of 
his opponents in Corinth have been ‘boasting inappropriately’, and 
perhaps claiming Paul’s work of evangelising as their own. Paul may 
well be quoring from what his Corinthian opponents have been 
saying about him. That is why ‘humble face to face’ and “courageous 
when absenr are printed in inverted commas. 

Compare different translations of the last few sentences of this 
passage, to get a feel of the difficulties in knowing what he was 
saying. [he alere reader will have noticed several words that are 
important in both 1 and 2 Corinthians: ‘upbuilding’, ‘beg/comforr , 
‘reckon’, ‘rhetoric’, ‘commend’. Some, perhaps all, of these words are 
clearly ‘on the table’ between Paul and his Corinthians, but without 
hearing both sides of the discussion, we cannot say more than that. 
Notice, too, his reference τὸ ‘sophistries’. Paul’s readers or listeners 
in Corinth would have known all about these: the emprcy cleverness 
of skilled cheroricians, intended to bolster weak arguments. 


Don't abandon the gospel 


If only you would put up with me, with a licele bit of my foolishness! No — please 
puc up with me. For | am jealous for you with the jealousy of God; I betrothed you 
to one husband, to present you to Christ as a chaste virgin. But I’m afraid that 
perhaps as the snake cheated Eve in its wickedness, it may corrupt your minds 
away from the simplicicy and chasticy chat lead to Christ. For if anyone comes and 
proclaims a Jesus different from the one whom we proclaimed, or if you receive a 
Spirit different from the one you [originally] received, or a gospel different from 
the one you [originally] accepted, you put up with it quite easily. 
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I¢ now becomes clearer why Paul is cross; ocher Christian evangelists 
have been disparaging his work, never a wise thing to do with Paul, 
and arguing thar he has preached ‘che wrong gospel’. Buc he does 
not tell us exactly whae the disagreement was about; the Corinthians 
obviously knew, and he did not expect us to be reading the material 
two millennia later. So we should be careful not to embrace roo 
enthusiastically all the scholarly accempts to construct a picture of 
Paul’s opponents. 


Paul is very cross 


You see, | reckon chat [ am no way inferior to the ‘Superapostles’, 1 may be 
untrained in rhetoric -- but not in knowledge; in every respect we have made it 
plain to you, in cvery way. Or did | commit a sin by humbling myself so that you 
might be raised on high, when as a free gift I preached to you the gospel of God? 1 
robbed other churches when | accepted wages in order to support my ministry to 
you, and when I came to you and was in need, | didn’t burden anyone. For the 
Christians who came from Macedonia supplied my needs, and [so] in every respect 
Ϊ kept myself from being a burden to you. And 1 shall continue co do so. It is the 
truth of Christ in me: this ‘boasting’ will not be silenced for me in the whole 
region of Achaia. Why? Because I don't love you? God knows . . . 


There is sarcasm here, and we can only dimly reconstruct the 
charges that had been laid against Paul. Clearly, however, somcone 
else has been at work in Corinth. See the ceference to ‘Superapostles’ 
and to Paul’s lack of training, as well as the earlier references τὸ a 
‘difference gospel’, and his insistence on not being supported by the 
church he was evangelising. Once again, Paul mentions ‘Macedonia 
to the Corinthians, possibly meaning his generous (and much-loved) 
Philippians. For Paul everything always comes back to Christ and to 
God. 


Testing for fake apostles 

That is what ] do -- and what I shall continue to do — in order to remove the 
opportunity (from chose who desire an opportuniry} for them to be regarded as 
just like us. For people like chat are fake apostles, dishonest workmen disguised as 
apostles of Christ. And no wonder — for Satan himself disguises himself as an angel 
of light. So it is notching extraordinary if his ministers disguise themselves as 
ministers of rightcousness, Their end will be in accordance with the work chey 
have done. 


Now we can see more clearly what has been going on. Some people 
in Corinth have been alleging that Paul wasn't a proper apostle, 
possibly because he had persecuted the Church, or because he had 
never known Jesus; but there was also a problem, apparencly: he had 
not been charging for his services (perhaps making racher a point of 
this), but then asked them ro give him money for Jerusalem. Trust 
between the Apostle and this most prominent of al] his churches 
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was at an all-ctime low. Notice, however, that he turns the argument 
back on his opponents: it is they, not Paul, who are the ‘fake 


apostles! 
Paul’s ‘boasting’ ᾿ 
1112 Again, I say, don’t let anyone imagine me τὸ be a fool. Otherwise you must 


accept me as a fool; let me too boast for a little while. What | am saying, 1 am not 
saying in the way of the Lord, bur as it were as an example of foolishness, in 
boastful self-assurance. Since many people are boasting in a human way, I'm going 
to boast, too. For you people, who are so wise, gladly put up with fools. For you 
put up with it if someone enslaves you, or if someone cats you up, or captures you, 
or puts on airs, or hits you in the face! To my shame, ] must confess that we were 
indeed weak. 

If someone has courage (I am speaking out of foolishness), | have courage also. 

Are they Hebrews? I am, too. 

Are they Israelites? I tao. 

Are they descended from Abraham? I too. 

Are they ministers of Christ? [ am, and more [than that]. (I am speaking as though 
[ were out of my mind!) 

My labours have been more [than theirs]; [ have spent more time in prison; | 
have been flogged far more often; often in mortal danger. Five times I got forty- 
minus-one from the Jews; three times I was beaten with rods; once they stoned me; 
three times I have been shipwrecked: I have spent twenty-four hours out in the 
deep. Often I have had road journeys, threatened by rivers, by muggers, by my own 
people, by Gentiles; threatened in the city and in the desert and at sea, chreatened 
by fake Christians, with hard work and heavy labour, often going wichout sleep; 
hungry and thirsty, often going without food; cold and without clothes. 

And apart from everything else, there is my daily preoccupation, my care for all 
the churches. Who is weak, and 1 am not weak? Who is affronted, and 1 am nor 
blazing? 

If boasting is the name of the game, then I’m going to boast of chings to do with 
my weakness. 

The God and Father of the Lord Jesus knows, blessed be he for ever, that I am 
not lying: [ance], at Damascus, the governor of King Aretas was guarding the city 
of the Damascenes, to arrest me, and I was let down through a window in che wall 
in a basket, and escaped his hands!’ 


Boasting is the name of the game; it serves no good purpose, but I'll come co 
‘visions and revelations of the Lord’. 

I know a man in Christ fourteen years ago (tn the body? | don't know. Outside 
the body? I dont know, God knows). [Anyway] a person like this was snatched up 
as far as the chird heaven. And I know a person like this (in the body? out of che 
body? J dont know, God knows); he was snatched up into paradise, and he heard 
unspeakable words, which it is not permissible for a human to utter. 

I'll boast of a person like thac; but I'il only boase about myself in regard to my 
weaknesses. You see, if I should wish to boast, [ shan't be a fool, for I shall be telling 
the cruth. Bue I am being lenient; I don’t want anyone to reckon any more of me 
than what he sees of me, or what he knows from [my lips]. And because the 
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revelations were so ἐχοςραοπαί, so that J shouldn't get elated, there was given me a 
‘thorn in che flesh’, an ‘angel of Satan’ τὸ barter me, so that 1 shouldn't get clated. 
Wich regard τὸ chis 1 three ames bepged the Lord that it would go away, and he 
tald me, ‘My grace is enough for you -- for power is made perfect in weakness.’ So 
I shal] most gladly boast of my weaknesses, thar Christ's power may come to rest 
on me. So I'm content with weaknesses, insules, torture, persecuuions and 
difficulties, for Christ's sake. For when I am weak, chen I am powerful. 

Whar a fool I've been! You forced me! For | should have been recommended by 
you! For I'm no way inferior to the Superapasdes, even if I'm noching! The 
‘apostolic signs’ were worked among you, in all patience: signs, and portents, and 
miracles. How did you came off second-best to all the other churches? Was ir just 
thac ] wasn’t a ‘burden’ to you? Forgive me the monstrous injustice! 


We are inevitably rather taken aback by this. What has happened to 
Paul? He seems to have lost his temper, and to be indulging in some 
savape sarcasm, and perhaps (as he says in self-accusauion) some 
‘foolish boasting’. 

We have to focus on Paul's main purpose in life: he tives, breathes 
and sleeps Jesus Christ, and anything that cakes people away from 
Christ, especially people who put chemselves above the pospel, sends 
him into a fury. 

We can be pgrarcful, however, to the people wha were causing so 
much trouble in Connth. Wichout them we should know far less 
about ‘a day in che life of an apostle of Chast’! 


Paul's apostolic instincts 

Look! This is now the third ume thar I'm all ready co come to you, and I shan’t be 
a ‘burden’: I’m not after what belongs to you -- it’s you I'm after! Children shouldn't 
have to save up for their parencs: no — it's parencs who should save up for their 
children! As for me, [ll cheerfully spend — yes, and be utterly spent -- for che sake 
of your lives. If I love you so intensely, am I to be loved any che less? All nght - | 
didnt weigh you down; bur I'm a crafty fellow, and got you by a aick. Was it one 
of those I sent to you? Was it chrough him thar | defrauded you? 1 begged Ticus. 
and [ sent the Chnstian along with him. Was it Ticus chat defrauded you? Didnt 
we walk in the same Spirit? And along che same path? 


Once again, the Corinthians know more than we do of what was 
going on here, and they aren't saying; but evidently Paul has been 
charged with some kind of deceit; possibly someone had accused 
him of stealing che money intended for Jerusalem. Clearly, though, 
Paul is certain thar as soon as they think about it they wont belicve 
the accusations, whatever they were. 


A final warning 

Do you think chat we have been a long ame making our defence to you? We are 
speaking before God, and in Christ, and everything, my dear ones, in order to 
build you up; for I'm afraid εἰς when | come I'll find you not quite whar | want 


406 


13 1-10 


THE SECOND LETTER TO THE CORINTHIANS 13 


you to be, and you'll find me not quite what you wane. I don’t want strife and 
fanaticism, and outbursts of anger, and outbreaks of selfishness, acts of defamation 
and tittle-tartle, instances of being ‘puffed up’, and examples of unruliness. My fear 
is that when I come back, God will humble me in your presence, and | shall be 
mourning for many of those who committed sins earlier, and who did not repent 
of impurity and sexual immorality and debauchery. that they had committed. 


Paul is clearly fearful that things have gone dreadfully wrong here 
among his Corinthian Christians. It looks as though some of whar 
has gone wrong is sexual misbehaviour, although that mighr be no 
more than a metaphor for not living a godly life. Whatever precisely 
they have got wrong, the situation requires urgenc cemedy. 


Paul’s final crack of the whip 


This is now the third time that [I'm coming co you; ‘every legal matter shall be 
substantiated on the evidence of rwo witnesses or three’. | have said it before, and 
now ] am saying it in advance of my visit, as when | was present on the second 
occasion, so now in my absence, to chose who committed sins earlier, and to all the 
rest, that if I came 1 shal! not be lenient again, since you are looking for proof chat 
Christ is speaking in me: he is not ‘weak’ with regard to you, but powerful among 
you. For he was crucified in weakness, but lives in the power of God. For we are 
also ‘weak’ in him — and we shal] show ourselves very much alive with him in the 
power of God with regard to you. 

Examine yourselves, to see if you are still in che faich; test yourselves. Or do you 
not recognise that Jesus Christ is among you? Unless, thac is, you fail the 
examination. [ hope chat you will realise that we are not failures. But | pray to God 
to do you no evil, not so that we may be shown to have passed the examination, 
but so that yow may do what is right, and we may fail the test. For we can do 
nothing against the truth; we can only act on the side of cruth. You see, we rejoice 
whenever we are ‘weak’, and whenever you are strong. What we are praying for is 
your restoration to perfection. That is why I am writing these chings while [ am 
away from you, so that when I am present J may not have to deal severely [wich 
you], in accordance with the authority that the Lord gave me (for upbuilding, not 
for destruction}. 


Paul is operating in legal mode here; the quoration at the beginning 
is from Deuteronomic Jaw about valid evidence: ‘nwo or three 
witnesses is here adapted into ‘two or three visits’, and he wants co 
make sure that there is no evidence of misbehaviour when he next 
comes — or else! But he is not just playing authority games, like a 
schoolmaster who fears that he is losing control; see how, as always, 
he comes back to God-in-Christ and to the Resurrection. The 
Corinthians (or some of chem} have been making accusations 
against him; in return he forcefully argues chat they should look in 
the mirror and puc che accusations to themselves, not so that he can 
punish chem, bur so that he can avoid punishing them. 

The contrast berween ‘present and ‘absence in chis section is 
a deliberate reference to certain criticisms that his opponents in 
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Corinth have been making. But it also goes back to the beginning of 
this section of the letter (if it is indeed a part of the letter as a 
whole}, and forms an ‘inclusion’ with ir. 


Final (and unusually curt) greetings 


For the rest, my brothers and sisters, be glad, mend your ways, and think the same 
[as each other], keep the peace, and the God of love and peace will be with you. 
Greet one another with a holy kiss. All the saints greet you. 

The grace of the Lord Jesus Christ, and the love of God, and the communion of 
the Holy Spirit be wich all of you. 


With a degree of (perhaps relieved) exhaustion we come to the close 
of a letter which has maintained ics cension — and our attention — 
right to the end. Ie ts an uncharacteristically brief closing salutation, 
perhaps indicating how cross Paul is with the Corinthians. This 
postlude’ pulls together many of the themes of Paul's cor- 
respondence with this difhcule and divided community. It is a 
beautiful and providencial irony chat one of the loveliesc and best- 
known of New Testament prayers, the ‘Grace’, with its Trinitarian 
echoes, is the closing sentence of this tempestuous epistie. 
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The Letter to the Galatians 


Introduction 


This is, it has to be said, a very ill-tempered letter. Some scholars regard it as Paul's 
first surviving work (though a majority would give the accolade to 1 Thessalonians). 
In this letter, Paul covers the same issues (what God has done in Christ) as in 
Romans, but with considerably less diplomatic skill. One of the great joys of chis 
letter 1s thac Paul is forced to tell us a good deal abour his faich-journey. 
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Opening greeting 

Paul, an apostle (not [appointed] by human beings, or through any human being. 
but through Jesus Christ, and through God the Father, who raised him from che 
dead}, and all che Christians who are with me, to che churches of Galatia, grace to you 
and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ, who gave himself for 
our sins, that he might rescue us from the present evil age, according to the will of 
our God and Farher, to whom be glory for ever and ever. Amen. 


For Paul, che opening greeting is never a mere formality; words are 
always made co work. Notice his insistence that he is an apostle, whose 
appoincment has no human source, but is authenticated by God and 
Jesus Chnist; nore, too, Paul's insistence on the link between his mission 
and the Resurrection. Paul does nor here mention anyone else as 
joint auchor of che letter, but characteristically stresses chat it comes 
from ‘all che Christians who are with me’; the letter, dealing with 
mighty matters, is not just his own. Nor is it addressed to particular 
awkward individuals, but to ‘the churches of Galatia’. As always, 
Paul wishes his readers ‘grace’ and ‘peace’, words which carry a great 
weight of meaning; they are not just idle religious pladcudes. In 
connection with this, we should nore that Paul helieved that you 
could detect a clearly visible cransformation when pcaple became 
Christian. So when he speaks of ‘rescue’ from ‘the present evil age’ 
he has solid content in mind. Notice, finally, how God the Farher 
has been mentioned several times in chis short greeting. 


What, no thanksgiving? 


] am astonished chac you are so quick to cum away from the one who called you in 
Christ's grace, to another gospel. There is πὸ orber gorpeé but there are people who 
are unsettling you, and who are aiming τὸ pervert Christ's gospel. No - even if we 
ourselves, or an angel from heaven were to preach you a gospel different from the 
gospel that we preached to you, let chem be accursed! We have said it before, and 
now we are saying 1 again: if anyone preaches che gospel to you contrary to the 
gospel that you received, fet Sim or ber be accursed. 


In all Paul's other letters, the opening greeting 1s followrd by a thanks- 
giving, which acts as a kind of foretaste of the themes of che lecter. 
In Galatians, however, he is so crass with what has been going on in 
Galatia char he substicures ‘] am astonished’ for the expected ἢ] 
thank God’. 

Whar is it chat has gone wrong? They have abandoned ‘the gospel 
{he} preached’, the gospel of ‘grace’, for a different gospel. Paul 
expresses his fury at this by solemnly cursing anyone who preaches 
the ‘perverted’ gospel, even if it should be himself or ‘a messenger of 
God’, as he suggests, wich more than a touch of exaggeration. 

We can be grateful, however, τὸ those who got the gospel wrong, 
because they forced him to remind the Galatians of elements of his 
faith-journcy, which we should orherwise not have known. He rells 
the story in three sections. 
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Paul’s faith-journey: first section 


Am I now trying to win over human beings or God? Or am I seeking to please 
human beings? If it were still human beings that I were trying to please, 1 should 
ποῖ be a slave of Jesus Christ. I want you to know, brothers and sisters, the gospel 
that was preached by me: ic was not of human origin. I didn’t receive it from 
human beings, nor was I taught it by them. No -- it came through a revelation of 
Jesus Christ. 

You've heard of my manner of life once upon a time within Judaism, how 
violently I used to persecute God's Church, and how 1 tried to destroy it, and how 
I made progress within Judaism beyond many of my contemporaries who were of 
the family; 1 was far more fanatical about the ancestral tradition. But when it was 
God's good pleasure (God who had marked me out from my mother’s womb and 
had called me through his grace) to reveal his Son co me, that I might preach the 
gospel (about) him to the Genules, I didn't immediately consult with human beings; 
and | didn’t go up to Jerusalem to [see] those who were apostles before me. Instead, 
I went off to Arabia, and came back again to Damascus. 


We may guess from this that someone had been accusing Paul of 
concentrating too much on human beings, and noc enough on God. 
Certainly he is emphatic thac what happened to him came from 
God. Hence the word ‘receive’, which Paul uses elsewhere to describe 
the tradition that he wishes τὸ defend, and the emphasis that it ‘came 
through a revelacion of Jesus Christ’. As in the opening of Romans, 
he calls himself a ‘slave of Jesus Christ’, as a title that he and the 
Galatians can agree about. For Paul, the realicy chac matcers is Jesus, 
and notching else; and for Paul ‘Jesus’ includes, in one direction, 
God (source of his vocation) and, in the other direction, the Church, 
which Paul had been persecucing. This must guide our interpreta- 
tion of the two references to Judaism in this passage. It was nor that 
Paul thought of himself as an ‘ex-Jew’ or a convert from Judaism; 
Romans 9-11 makes it clear chat he still thought of himself as very 
much a Jew, What had made all che difference was a personal encounter 
with Jesus Christ, and his consequent belief that God had raised 
Jesus from the dead, and then his sense of being called to preach 
God-in-Jesus τὸ all the world, beyond the bounds of Judaism. Note 
that Pau! regards himself as an apostle on just che same level as the 
Twelve (those who were apostles before me’). 


Paul’s faith-journey: second section 


Thereafter, after three years, | went up to Jerusalem, to visit Kephas; and I remained 
a fortnight with him. I saw none of the other apostles, except for James the brother 
of the Lord. 

(Look — what I am writing to you, before God, I arn not telling lies.) 

After that I came back to the regions of Syria and Cilicia. The churches of Judaea 
that are in Christ did not know me by sight; they had only heard thar ‘our one- 
ume persecutor is now preaching the gospel of the faith, which once he tried to 
destroy’ — and they glorified God in me. 
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The autobiography continues. The point here is how little contact 
he had with the Twelve, just a fortnight with Peter after three years 
in Arabia or Damascus, and a session (perhaps no more) with James 


the brother of the Lord. Where had Paul learnt the gospel? Basically, 


he is claiming, from the risen Jesus. 


Paul's faith-journey: third section 

Then, fourteen years later, 1 went back to Jerusalem, taking Barnabas and Titus 
with me. I went up in accordance with a revelation. And 1 put before them the 
gospel which | proclaim among the Gentiles (but privately, to che ‘influential ones’: 
I didn't want my present and past efforts to be useless). But they didn’t even make 
my companion Titus (he was a Greek) get circumcised. However, because of some 
fake Chnstians who had been smuggled in - they had sneaked in to spy on our 
freedom that we have in Christ Jesus. Their aim was to reduce us to slavery; but we 
didn’t give in to them even for a moment. We wanted the gospel’s truth to remain 
continually with you. 

Now from the so-called ‘influential ones’ (it makes no difference to me whar 
kind of people they once were; God is not a snob)... for the ‘influential ones’ 
made no addition. No, on the contrary, seeing that I was entrusted with the gospel 
of uncircumcision, just as Peter was (entrusted with che gospel] of circumcision (for 
the One who had worked in Peter, for his mission co the circumcised, had worked 
also in me for the Gentiles}; and when they realised that [God's] grace had been 
bestowed on me, James and Kephas and John, the so-called ‘pillars’, gave me and 
Barnabas the right hand of fellowship: we were to go τὸ the Gentiles, and they to 
the circumcised. The only thing was, we were to remember the poor — and | was 


eager to do that very ching. 


Some of the sentences in this passage are incomplete, or lose their 
way, which may be an indicator of how passionately Paul feels the 
issue as he dictates. 

This third stage covers a huge period of time; very likely the visit 
to Jerusalem that he mentions here is the same as that referred to in 
Acts 15, but scholars are divided about it, and it need not worry us. 
Whar Paul is emphasising is, first, his independence from the ‘influential 
ones and his dependence on God. Second, Paul insists on his vocation 
to preach to non-Jews, just as Peter (does he only call him Kephas 
when he wants to keep him in his place?) had the vocation to preach 
to Jews. The instruction at che end τὸ ‘remember che poor is 
something that Paul refers to also in Romans, as well as in the nwo 
Corinthian letters that we have. It was very important to him. 


Confronting Kephas’s hypocrisy: first statement of the gospel 


But when Kephas came to Antioch, 1 opposed him in person, because he stood 
condemned. For before the arrival of some people from James, he used to eat with 
Gentiles. But after their arrival, he drew back and held himself aloof -- he was 
terrified of the circumcision people! And all the rest of the Jews joined him in 
playing the hypocrite, so that even Bamabas was led τὸ join in cheir hypocrisy. But 
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when I saw that they were not advancing in the direction of the truth of the gospel, 
I said to Kephas, in front of all of them, ‘If you, who are Jewish by race, no longer 
live according to Jewish custom, how come you are forcing Gentiles to become 
Jews? You and I are Jews by nature, not sinners of Gentile stock. We know that a 
person is noc made righteous by works of the law, but by faith in Jesus Christ. And 
we have come τὸ faith in Jesus Christ, chat we might be made righteous by Christ's 
faith, and not by works of law: because no human being is made righteous by 
works of law. Now — if we, who seek to be made righteous in Christ, ourselves curn 
out to be sinners, does that mean that Christ is a servant of sin? No way. For ΕἸ 
start building up all these things that 1 pulled down, then I show that 1 am a 
transgressor. For through law I died to law, in order chat I might live to God; 1 have 
been crucified along with Christ. But now I live [and ic is] no longer I, but Christ 
lives in me. The life 1 now live in the flesh, I live in faith in the Son of God, who 
loved me, and who gave himself up for my sake. I do not make God's grace null 
and void: for if righteousness comes through law, chen Chrise’s death is in vain. 


It is reassuring, somehow, to find these distinguished apostles locked 
in controversy. The Greek does not tell us where Paul's speech to 
Peter ends, and where the theological comment begins. My translation 
opts to take the theological argument as part of whar Paul said to 
Kephas, inviting the Galatians co listen in on the argument, and so 
to grasp it for thernselves, before he turns on them. 

The word ‘hypocrite’ originally means an actor, someone who 
plays a parc chat Is not really his or hers. 


You stupid Galatians! 


You stupid Galatians — who has bewitched you? It was before your eyes that Jesus 
Christ was exhibited as crucified. Tell me just this one ching: the Spirit — did you 
get it from works of law or from obedience to the faith? Are you so stupid? You 
made your beginning in che Spirit -- are you now coming to an end in the flesh? 
Have you experienced so much for nothing? (That's assuming that it was for 
nothing.) Look — the one who laid che Spirit on for you and worked miracles 
among you, was thac the result of works of law or of faith in what you heard? 


Paul is very cross: most Christian pastors avoid addressing their Hock 
in language quite as strong as this, but Paul chinks thar the Galatians 
are in life-threatening danger of missing the point. And notice that 
it is Pau!'s assumption chat he could appeal to their experience of 
having ‘seen’ Christ crucified, and of having the ‘Spirit’. For Paul, 
the Christian experience is tangible, palpable; Paul takes ic for granted 
that they had actually seen things happening when he first was 


among them. 


The argument from Abraham 


Just as Abraham ‘believed God, and it was reckoned to him as righteousness’ 
(Genesis 15:6), you know that those who are ‘of faith’ are the ones who are children 
of Abraham. However, Scripture foresaw that God [would] reckon the Gentiles as 
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righteous as a resulc of faith, and gave Abraham a foretaste of the gospel: ‘in you all 
the Gentiles will be blessed’ (Genesis 12:3). So chat those who are ‘of faith’ are 
blessed along wich faichful Abraham. 

You see, all chose who are of law-works are under a curse. For it is written 
‘accursed is everyone who does not abide by all the chings that are written in the 
book of the law, so as to perform them’ (Deuteronomy 27:26). Now it is clear chat 
no onc can be made righteous before God by the law, because ‘the righteous one by 
faich shall live’ (Habakkuk 2:4). Now che law is not ‘by faith’; but ‘those who do 
them shall live by them’ (Leviticus 18:5). Christ has bought us back from the law’s 
curse; he became a curse for our sake, because it is written, ‘cursed is the one who is 
hanged on a tree (Deuteronomy 21:23), in order chat Abraham's blessing might 
extend to che Gentiles in Christ Jesus, in order chat we might receive the promised 
Spicit through faith. 

Brothers and sisters, 1 am speaking in a human way. Likewise [or: ‘nevertheless’] 
no one sets aside a will chat has been ratified, or adds a codicil to it. Now the 
promises were uttered ‘to Abraham and to his seed" (Genesis 12:7). le doesn't say ‘to 
his seeds, in the plural; no, it’s in the singular, ‘and co your seed’, and chat is 
Christ! This is my argument: the will [or: ‘covenant’ or ‘Tescarent’) chat had 
already been validated by God can't be set aside by the law (which came 430 years 
later), so as τὸ annul God's promise. You see, if the inheritance is a matter of law, 
its no longer a matter of promise: it is to Abraham that God has shown himself 
gracious through the promise. 

So what is the law? It was an added extra, because of transgressions, until the 
‘seed’ should come to whom the promise had been made; it was ordered through 
angels, by che agency of a mediator. Now you can't have a mediator where there is 
only one party — and God is one. 

‘So che law is in contradiction to the promises of God?’ No way! Because if the 
law that was piven had che power ro bring lift, then indeed righteousness would be 
‘from the law’. Instead, law locked up everything under sin, so that the promise 
which is the fruit of Jesus Christ’s faith is given τὸ those who have faith. 

However, before faith came, we were held in custody under law, locked up (to 
wait] for the faith that was destined to be revealed. So τῆς law became our inmscructor, 
leading us to Christ, so chat we might be made righteous by faich. Bur when faith 
came, we are no longer under τῆς instructor. For you are all children of God, 
through the faich chat was in Christ Jesus; you see, as many of you as were baptised 
into Christ, you have put on Christ. There is no such thing as Jew or Greek, no 
such thing as slave or free, no such thing as male and female. For you arr all one in 
Christ; and if you belong to Christ, chen you are che ‘seed of Abraham, heirs 
according to [God's] promise. 


The argument is difficult, but perhaps would have been more easily 
grasped by the Galanans, who had heard Paul calk, rhan by us. We 
have always to remember that Paul did not expect us τὸ be reading 
chis letter, so he has not given us the key to crack its code. 

Clearly, chough, the person of Abraham is important. He was an 
iconic figure, as che ancestor of all Jews, bur he was not yet arcumcised 
when he was ‘justified by faich’ (so faith is prior to circumcision or 
works of law); and second, Abraham's blessing was for ‘all Genules'’ 
(or nations). Third, and the argument is scretched thin here, ‘seed’ is 
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in the singular, not the plural, and therefore (according to Paul) was 
referring to one of Abraham's descendants in particular, namely 
Christ. 

Paul has to hold together two not wholly compatible positions, 
that law is che gift of God, and thar law is limited; so he hints ac che 
idea that law (or Torah) is a ‘teacher’ (with all the negative emotions 
that idea can arouse). Much more important, though, is that the law 
is not Christ, around whom everything revolves for Paul; and if 
baptism {see how Pau] keeps coming back to the Galatians own 
expenence) is a matter of ‘puccing on Christ’, like an actors costume, 
then 41} human divisions, ethnic (Jew or Greek), cultural (slave or 
free) and sexual (male and fernale) are irrelevance. What counts Is, quite 
simply, the promise of God. 

Notice thac chree of the Old Testamenrc citations {those from 
Genesis 15:6; Habakkuk 2:4 and Leviticus 18:5) are used again at 
important moments in the argument of Romans (4:3, 22, 23; 1:17; 
10:5). Romans is Paul's second, and more diplomatic, atternpt at 
defending the case he makes in Galatians. It 1s interesting to note 
that Paul clearly expected his Galatian converts (Gentiles as well as 
Jews) to know the Jewish scriptures, and to accept arguments based 
on them. 


Argument from the law, about an beir who is still a minor 


This is my meaning: while the heir is a minor, he is no betcer than a slave, even 
though he is master of everything; he is under guardians and house managers until 
the time set by his father. So with us: when we were ‘minors, we were enslaved 
under the elemental spirits of the universe. When, however, the fullness of time 
came, God sent out his Son, born of a woman, born under law, in order to buy 
back chose under law, that we might receive adoption-as-sons. But because you are 
sons, God sent the Spirit of his Son into our hearts, crying ‘Abba, Father’. So you 
are no longer a slave; you are a som. Now, if you are a son, then you are an heir, 
through [what] God [has] done. 

But at chat time, you did not know God, and you were enslaved to what were 
nat really gods at all. Now, however, you know God -- or rather you are known by 
God -- how is it that you are reverting to che weak and destitute elemental spirits? 
Why do you want to be enslaved to them all over again? You are religiously 
observing days and months and special feasts and holy years. I fear for you — 
perhaps my labour for you was in vain! 


The analogy of a son (and 1 fear that there is no way here of 
Maintaining inclusive language and still preserving the force of 
Paul’s argument; but ic is only an analogy) who has not yet entered 
into his inheritance is presumably meant to illustrate what was wrong 
with the law: it was not the real ching, but only a teacher. The real 
thing is what God (Father) has done for us, by sending the Son and 
Spint, who enable us τὸ cry ‘Abba, Father’. The Galatians are being 
asked to remember what it was like before they met Christ, and not 
to revert to their old captivity. 
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Reviewing the relationship between Paul and the Galatians 


Be like me, my fellow Christians, 1 implore you, because | was like you. You did 
me no wrong; bur you are well aware chat it was because of a weakness of the Acsh 
that [ preached che gospel co you the first time; and you didn't despise the [trial 
that ] experienced] in my flesh. Nor did you vomir [spit] me out: no -- you received 
me as God's messenger, as Chris¢ Jesus! So where is your happiness now? For | 
swear to you that, if possible, you would have dug out your eyes and given them ta 
me. So have [ become your enemy, by telling you the cruth? 

Their cultivation of you is not honourable; they want to lock you up, so that you 
can cultivate chem! Buc it is honourable to be cultivated in an honourable way all 
the rime, and not juste when I'm with you. My children: | am suffering birth-pangs 
with you until Christ is formed among you. Buc [ wanted to be present with you 
now, and adapt my tone to you — I'm puzzled about you. 


Paul is annoyed with his Galatians; but also there is no mistaking 
the affection he has for them; and he can appeal to the happy 
memories that they share: ‘if possible, you would have dug our your 
eyes and given them to me, he says of their first meeting. 

Some readers have deduced from this that Paul was suffering from 
a disease of the eyes; they point to che ‘big letters’ of his handwriting 
(see 6:11), and suggest chat an cyc disease may have been the ‘thorn 
in the flesh of 2 Corinthians |] 2:7, and even link it to Paul's allegedly 
unimpressive presence, referred to in 1 Corinthians 2:3 and 2 
Corinthians 10:10. 

The reference to ‘spitting our’ might suggest either disdain or a 
eesture to ward off evil spirits. 


Slave and free: Hagar and the mother of Isaac 


Tell me, you who are so keen on being under the law - don't you listen co the law? 
For it is written that Abraham had two sons, one from the slave girl and one from 
the free woman. But the one born of the slave girl was born according to the flesh, 
while the one born of the free woman [was bom] chrough the promise. This is an 
allegory - for che women are the two covenants, one from Mount Sinai, born into 
slavery, and that's Hagar. Now Hagar ts Stnai -- a mounrain in Arabia; it corresponds 
to present-day Jerusalem, because, along with its children, it is in slavery. Whereas 
the Jerusalem [which is] above is free — thar is our mother. For it is written, 


‘Rejoice, O barren woman, who does not give birth. 
Break out and shout, you who have no birth-pangs. 
For many are the children of the deserted one, 


more than the one who has a husband’ (Isaiah 54:1). 


Now you, brothers and sisters, are children of the promise after the manner of 
Isaac. But just as the one bom according τὸ the flesh used co persecute the one 
bom according to the Spirit, so it is now. Buc what does Scripture say? “Expel the 
slave girl and her son; for no way will the son of the slave girl inherit on equal 
terms with che son of the free woman’ (Genesis 21:10-12}. So, brothers and sisters, 
we are not children of a slave pirl, but of the free woman. 
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It is striking that in this comparison, deeply offensive to many Jews, 
Paul does not mention the name of Sarah, bur only chat of Hagar. 
The point that he is trying to make is thac the Galatians are actually 
looking to go back into che slavery from which the gospel of Jesus 
has rescued them. Ic is an ingenious and bold stroke of Paul τὸ use 
Abrahams wife and concubine τὸ illustrace his argument. 


Freedom and circumcision 


By [this] freedom, Christ set us free; so hold your ground, and don’t go back τὸ 
being burdened by the yoke of slavery. 

Look, 1, Paul, am celling vou that if you are ciccumcised, Christ is of no use to 
vou. My testimony for every man who is circumcised is chat he is under an obligation 
to perform the whole law. You have been estranged from Christ, you who find your 
righteousness in the law; you have fallen away from [God's] eift. For we, by the 
Spirit and as a result of faith, are waiting eagerly for the righteousness that we hope 
for. For in Christ Jesus, neither circumcision nor unciccumcision ts of any use — 
no, [what matters is] faich, achieving its effects chrough love. 

You were running nicely: who impeded you, so as not to obey the cruch? Thar 
persuasion does not come from the One who called you. A little leaven leavens al 
the dough. I am confident in you in the Lord, that you will not think any 
differently: whoever he is, che one who is unsetding you will carry the blame. As 
for me, brothers and sisters, if | proclaim that circumcision still matters, why am | 
being persecuted? So the scandal of the Cross ts eradicated. 

Ι wish thac chose who are disturbing you would castrace themselves. 


The laste line (which will have offended many to whom it was 
reported) shows how passionately Paul views the issue. For him 
what was wrong wich che law was chat it was not Chrisc, and therefore 
insisting on obeying the law's precepts simply meant undoing all 
that Christ had done for chem. 

Paul has clearly been accused of still giving importance to circum- 


cision (hard chough that may be to credit); but his ‘bottom line’ is 
the ‘scandal of the Cross’. 


Spirit and flesh 


For, my brothers and sisters, you were called to be free; but don't let your freedom 
become an opportunity for your unreformed humanity. Instead, be each other's 
slaves through love, For the whole Jaw is fulflled in a single saying, in “You shall 
love your neighbour as yourself’ (Leviticus 19:18). Bur if you are biting and devouring 
each other, watch ouc chat you arent consumed by each other. 

I'm telling you: walk in the Spirit, and absolutely do nor yield to the desire of the 
flesh. For the desire of the Aesh is against che Spirit; chat of the Spirit againse that 
of the flesh: for they are opposed to each other. [ don’t want you to be doing the 
things thar you dont want to be doing. 

If you are led by the Spirit, you are not under che law. The works of the flesh are 
evident: sexual immorality, impuricy, debauchery, idolatry, drugs, outbursts of 
hatred, quarrelling, fanaticism, fits of rage, outbreaks of selfishness and dissension, 
factions and envy, drunkenness and revelry, and all that sort of thing. 
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[ am giving you advance warning, as 1 have already done, that people who do 
that sort of ching will not inherit God's kingdom. 

The fruit of the Spirit, on che other hand, is love, joy, peace, parience, kindness, 
goodness, faith, gentleness and self-control. There is no law against thar sort of 
thing. Those who belong to Chrisc Jesus have crucified the flesh along with [ics] 
passions and desires. If we live by che Spint, let us also follow the Spirit. Let us noc 
cum into empty-heads, provoking each other and envying each other. 


It is important here to keep our eye on what really matters for Paul: 
belonging to Chnist Jesus, being willingly crucihed with him, accepting 
the Spine. And, of course, we have to make a choice: are we τὸ go 
with the flesh or with che Spirst? That was whar τῆς Galatians were 
failing to do when they flirted with law observance, as far as Paul is 
concerned. 


General instractions 

Brothers and sisters, if a person is caught out in some (ransgression, you are of the 
Spirit, so set him nght in a spirit of gentleness; and keep an eye on yourself, in case 
you get tempted. Carry one another's burdens, and in this way you will fulfil the 
law of Christ, For if a person chinks chey are something, when they are nothing, 
they are fooling chemselves. Let everyone test chair own work, and then they will 
have reason for boasting over themselves, not over the other person. For everyone 
will carry his or her own load. 

Let the teacher of the word teach his or her pupil in everything that is good. 
Don't be misled — God is not to be ourwitted. You see, what a person sows is what 
they will reap; because τῆς person who sows in che field of Aesh will bring in a 
harvest of destruction from that source, while the person who sows in the Spirit's 
field will bring in a harvest of eternal life. Let us not grow weary of doing what is 
good, for when our own time comes we shall bring in a harvest, provided that we 
don’ slacken. So then, since we have our opportuniy, let us do good to all, but 
especially to those in the family of the faith. 


We only hear one side of the ‘telephone conversation between Paul 
and his Galatians, and we need to remember that fact whenever we 
are inclined to disrmiss these Closing instructions as weary religious 
clichés (hate evil and do good’). Paul does nor waste words, and we 
have to assume that these instructions will have had a very precise 
meaning to thase who were more aware of the problems char the 
Galauan churches were experiencing. 


In his own write 

Look what big letters I'm drawing for you in my handwriting! All chose who want 
to make a good showing in external matters are the ones who are trying to force 
yOu τὸ get Grcumdsed, just so as to avoid being persecuted for the Cross of Christ. 
You see, mot even che arcumesed keep the law -- bue sill they want you 
circumcised, so that chey can beast of your flesh! As for me, may I never beast on 
any grounds but chose of the Cross of Our Lord Jesus Christ, through whom the 
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world is crucified to me and I co the world. For circumcision ts irrelevant, and 
uncircumcision is irrelevant: what matters is ‘new creation’; and al] those who 
follow this rule, peace upon them, and mercy, and on the Israel of God. 


For the rest, 


body. 


let no one cause me problems. For [ carry the scars of Jesus on my 


The grace of Our Lord Jesus Christ be with the spirit of you all, my brothers and 


sisters. Amen. 


The phrase ‘new creation’ is an important idea for Paul. He uses the 
phrase, for example, at 2 Corinthians 5:17. The idea of the ‘new 
human’ appears in Ephesians 2:15; 4:24 and Colossians 3:10 (δ 
not everyone agrees that both of these letters are by Paul). The idea 
is also lurking, probably, beneath the text of Romans 6:4; 7:6; 8:2, 
21. ‘In Christ’, there is no longer the polarisation of the world in 
which Paul had grown up, berween ‘Jews’ and ‘non-Jews’. What matters 
now is simply a new symbolic universe, without che old identiry 
markers, which the Galatians and Paul have experienced and can 
refer to as a ‘new creation. Galacians and Romans cannot really be 
understood apart from this idea. 

It looks as though Paul wrote all these last verses out with his 
(rather unskilled) hand. As he brings this angry letter to a close, 
notice his emphasis on the Cross of Christ, and his sense of sharing 
in Chrises sufferings, all in order to encourage the Galatians not to 
abandon the gospel chat he had preached. Notice also Paul's sense of 
mission (‘the world is crucified to me, and I to the world’); and 
ponder his remarkable phrase ‘the Israel of God’. 
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Introduction 


This is a very different letter from its predecessors, and chere is uncertainty about 
whether it was written by Paul, and whether ic was in fact written to Ephesus; this 
need nor worry us too much. Cerrainly, though, its style is fuller chan what we are 
accustomed τὸ in Paul. There are elaborate groups of nouns strung together, and 
the sentences are rather long. I have tried, noc entirely successfully, to make these 
long sentences more manageable by the use of buller points. Someone who was 
quite at home in Paul's thought wrote this document. It is a letter of great richness, 
and steeped in the liturgy of the early Church. It is many people's favourite Pauline 
epistle. 
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Opening greeting 

Paul, an aposcie of Christ Jesus, through che will of God to the saints who are [at 
Ephesus], and to chose who are faithful in Christ Jesus, grace to you and peace from 
God our Facher and che Lord Jesus Christe 


As is frequently the custom today, | have left the addressee town in 
brackets, as a reminder of the uncertainties in the manuscripts and 
among the early witnesses. Otherwise chis is a standard opening to a 
Pauline episde. 


Blessed be che God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, 


the one who blessed us with every spiricual blessing in che heavenly regions in 
Choist, just as he chose us in him before che foundation of the world, for us to be 
holy and unblemished before him in love, 


the one who predestined us for adoption-as-sons through Jesus Chrisc to him, 
according to the good pleasure of his will, to che praise of che glory of his grace 
wich which he graced us in the Beloved, 


the one in whom we have redemption through his blood, the forgiveness of crans- 
gressions according to the wealch of his grace, which overflowed to us, in all wisdom 
and understanding, 


the one who revealed τὸ us che mystery of his will, according to his good pleasure 
which he proposed in him, for the plan for che fullness of ames, recapiculating 
everything in Christ, τῆς things in che heavens and the things on earth, 


in him in whom we have our lot cast, in accordance with the design of the one 
who carries out everything, according to the plan of his will, so that we should 
be for the praise of his glory, we who have been the first τὸ hope in Christ, 


in whom you also have heard the word of truth, the gospel of your salvation, 


in whom you believe, and have been sealed with che Holy Spirit of promise. 
which is che down payment of our inheritance, for che redemption of the [God's] 
property, to the praise of his glory. 


This section is an immense single sentence and the longest in the 
enore New Testament (but by no means the last long sentence we 
shall encounter in Ephesians}; and you have τὸ admire the way in 
which the author has held it together, with a series of no fess than 
seven relative clauses, four referring to God the Father, and three 
referring to Christ, which we have signalled with a series of bullet 
Ροίπις, to show how it all works. [τ is a lovely hymn of praise, and 
even when we cannot follow in detail what the author is saying, we 
can nevertheless sit back and relish his profoundly spiricual cheology. 
You will notice the series of nouns, often sumed into adjectives by 
translacors, which marks the style of the auchor of this epistie, such 
as, for example, ‘to the praise of the glory of his grace’. This piling 
up of nouns gives density to the language and depth τὸ the spiricual 
theology of the epistle. 
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This ‘blessing’ comes where we should normally expect to find 
the thanksgiving in a Pauline Jetter. That thanksgiving perhaps now 
follows. 

The fourth ‘bullet point’ speaks of the ‘mystery of his will’ and of 
‘recapitulating everything in Christ’. Many people have been inspired 
by the mystical vision of God gathering everything into Christ. 
Does it help you to open up to Gods work in our world? (You might 
like to look at Paul’s remarks about the ‘groaning’ of creation in 


Romans 8:19-23.) 


Thanksgiving (or is it?) 
Because of this, I coo, having heard of the faith that is among you in the Lord Jesus, 


and the love for all the saints, do not cease from giving thanks, making remembrance 
of vou in my prayers, 


* 


that che God of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Father of glory, may give you a spirit 
of wisdom and revelation in the knowledge of hum, the eyes of your heart enlightened 


so that you may know 
what is the hope of his calling, 
what is the wealth of the glory of his inheritance among the saints, 


and what is rhe overarching greatness of his power for us who believe according 
to the exercise of the might of his strength, 


which he exercised in Christ [by] raising him from the dead, and making him sit 
on his riphe hand in the heavenly regions, above all rule and authority and power 
and lordship, and every name that is named, not only in this age, but also in the 
coming age, 


and ‘he subordinated everything beneath his feet’, and gave him as head over the 
entire Church, which is his body, the fullness of that which fills everything in 
every respect. 


This is another immense sentence, and we may feel, as we admire 
the rich theology of it, chat che author has overdosed on nouns once 
more. It is easier to stand back and admire the broad picture he 
paints than co stand close and work our the derail; and it must be 
admucted here chat our attempt τὸ pick out the structure of the sentence 
by che use of bullet points is less successful than in its predecessor. 
The word translated as “Church is a very important one tn Ephesians, 
and there is something to be said for caking it, slightly more literally, 
as ‘Assembly’, except chat it does not work quite so well in every 
imstance in this letter; buc whenever you see ir, the reader should 
bear in mind the slightly differenc nuance that the word ‘assembly’ 
offers. 

The citation in the final bullet point, ‘he subordinated everything 
beneath his feet’, comes from Psalm 8:6, where it refers to che auchoricy 
of human beings over all creation (see Genesis 1:26, 28). Interestingly, 
both here and at Hebrews 2:8, 9, it is made τὸ refer τὰ Christ. Jesus 
of course often referred to himself as Son of Man, which might 
account for this rather free use of the psalm. 
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Whar God has done for the readers 


And you, who were dead because of your transgressions and sins, 


in which once you walked in keeping with che age of chis world, in keeping with 
the ruler of the power af the air, the spirit that is now at work among the children 


af disobedience 


among whom we αἱ] once lived because of the desires of our Mesh, doing the wills 
of che flesh and of the intellects, and we were by nature children of anger, just like 
the rest, 


buc since God ts rich in mercy, because of the great love with which he loved us, 
* and us who were dead because of transgressions 


be made alive together with Christ 
(It is by God's gift that you have been saved) 


and raised you with him 
and made you sit in the heavenly regions in Christ Jesus 


in order thac in the coming ages he might demonstrate the surpassing value of his 
free gift in kindness to you in Christ Jesus. 

For it is by [God's] free gift that you have been saved through faith — and it has 
nothing to do wich you; it is God's gift. It is not dependent on what you have done 
{so chat no one should boast). For we are his ‘poem’, created in Christ Jesus for 
good works, which God prepared in advance, so that we might walk in them. 


The reader is here invited to be astonished at the generosity of God, 
to feel its impact on his or her life, and to concentrare on the central 
building blocks of Pauline belief, that a) God raised Jesus from the 
dead, b) the Resuerection has a clearly visible impact on the lives of 
Christians, and c) that this is noc because Christians have been 
particularly deserving, but because of God's loving generosity, | have 
put the key phrases in bold italics, to simplify the reader's task. 

The reader may like to know that the word ‘poem is simply a 
transcription of what Paul wrote. It might equally be translated as 
‘work of art’. 


Remember what you once were, and where you are now 

Therefore recall that once you were Gentiles, in unredeemed human nature, those 
who are called ‘uncircumcision’ by the so-called ‘circumcision’ (which is in the Aesh, 
made by human hands), 

¢ thar you were at that time separated from Christ, alienated ftom the common- 
wealth of Israel, strangers τὸ the covenants of the promise, hopeless and godless 
in the world, 

but now in Christ Jesus you who were once far off have come near in the blood 
of Christ. 

For he is our peace, who in his flesh made the ewo into one, and has dissolved the 
dividing wall chat acts as a fence, the hatred, 

© who has cancelled out the law of commandments that consisted of regulations 
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* so that he might thereby fashion the cwo into a single human person, making 
peace and reconciling the ewo to God ina single body through the Cross, putting 
the hatred to death in [Chrise]. 


And he came and preached the gospel of peace to you who were far off, and peace 
to those who were nearby, because through him borh of us have, through a single 
Spirit, access to the Father. - 

So therefore you are no longer foreigners and strangers. No -- you are fellow 
citizens of the saints, and members of the family of God, built upon the foundation 
of the apostles and prophets, with Christ Jesus himself as the cornerstone, 


* in whom the whole building is crafted together and grows into a holy temple in 


the Lord 


* in whom you are built up into God's dwelling place in the Spint. 


The long sentences of Ephesians are not really what we are used τὸ 
in the letters thac are certainly written by Paul, and it is important 
to take them slowly, to make sure thar you see how they work; use 
the bullet points to find your way into the structure. Notice, though, 
that the ideas owe a good deal to the chinking that Paul has already 
done: the uniting of Gentiles and Jews, the tension between the 
two, the tangible difference that Christ makes, the centrality of Jesus, 
his death-resurrection and his peace, the cancellacion of rhe law, the 
metaphor of a building, the emphasis on the Spirit, and the extra- 
ordinarily rich and powerful idea of the Church as the Body of Christ. 


All these are ideas chat are already in 1 Corinthians and Romans. 


The difference that the gospel makes, to those who preach and to 
those who hear 


For his sake, I, Paul, a prisoner of Christ Jesus, on behalf of you Gentiles (assuming 
that you have heard of the stewardship of Gad's grace that was given me for you), 


because by a revelation the mystery was made known to me, as I have written 
briefly above, in accordance with which vou are able to read and comprehend 
my understanding in the mystery of Christ 


* which in earlier generations was not made known to the ‘sons of men’ 


* as now it is revealed to his holy apostles and prophets by the Spirit, 


for the Gentiles to have a share in the inheritance, and in the body, and in the 
partnership of the promise in Christ Jesus chrough the gospel 


of which 1 became a minister, according to the free gift of the grace of God, 
which was given to me according to the activity of his power. 


This is not difficule τὸ understand, but quite hard to translate. At 
umes one feels that the author has only a tenuous grasp on his clauses, 
which seem about to fly off in all directions. The sentence starts ‘I, 
Paul’, but we are never introduced to the main verb that this leads 
us τὸ expect. 

Many readers will anxiously ask if there is not some dishonesty in 
the auchor pretending to be Paul, if indeed this document is not 
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written by the apostle. It may be helpful to chink of a successor of 
Paul, one who knows his chought well, telling the reader or hearer, 
‘this is what Paul would be telling us today’, rather than to worry 
about a forger trying to deceive us. 


The apostle’s ministry summed up 
To me, the least significant of all the saints, this grace was given, to preach τὸ the 
Gentules the unfathomable wealth of Christ, and to shed light 


on what is the stewardship of the mystery which had been hidden from the ages 
by the God who fashioned everything 


that che many-sided wisdom of God might be made known now co the powers 
and authorities in the heavenly regions, through the Church according to che 
purpose of the ages which he fashioned in Christ Jesus our Lord, 


in whom we have full assurance and free access in confidence through his faith. 


Therefore, ] beg you not to despair at my afflictions on your behalf, which is your 


glory. 
This is the verdict on Paul's apostolic task, and we can hardly follow 
(buc must try to follow) the author as he scales mystical hesghts, che 
obsession with God, and the astonishment at what God has done. 
and his sense of where the Church fits into the picture. 

The aposdle's prayer 


For his sake I bend my knees to the Father, 


from whom all fathering in heaven and on earth is named, 


that he might grant you, in accordance with the wealth of his glory, to be mightily 
screngthened through his Spirit with regard to the ‘inner person’, 


that Christ should dwell through faich in your hearts, 

[thar you may be] roored and founded in love thar you may have the strength 
to comprehend with all che saints 

what is the breadth and length and height and depch, τὸ know 

the overarching love of Christ which transcends knowledge, 

that you may be filled wich regard τὸ all the fullness of God. 


To the one who is able above all, quite beyond all measure of what we ask or under- 
stand according to the power that is at work in us, to him be the glory in the 
Church and in Christ Jesus τὸ all generations for ever and ever. Amen. 


This beautiful prayer clearly comes from the same hand as has 
constructed the rest of the letter, with ics complex sentences and piles 
of nouns; but more important than thas for che reader is the certainry 
abour the accessibility (to all!) of the mystery of God in Christ. As 
with Paul's undisputed letters, God and Christ and love are right in 
the centre of the author's intention. 
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Unity in the Spirit of the Body of Christ 


Therefore I beg you, 1 who am che prisoner in che Lord, to walk worthily of the 
calling to which you have been called, with all humility and gentleness, with 
patience, putting up with one another in love, being eager to keep the unity of the 
Spirit, in the bond of peace: One body and one Spirit Gust as you were called in 
one hope of your calling), one Lord, one faith, one-baptism, one God and Father 
of all, who is over all and chrough all and in all. 

To each one of us the grace is given according to the measure of Christ's free gift. 
Therefore it says, 


‘Going up to the height, he took captivity captive; 
he gave gifts co human beings.’ 


Now what is ‘he went up, other than chat "he went down’ to the lower regions of 
the earth? The one who ‘went down’ is the same as the one who ‘went up, far 
above all the heavens, thac he might fll everything. 

And he himself gave some as apostles, others as prophets, others as evangelists, 
others as shepherds and teachers, for the equipping of the saincs for a work of 
service, for the upbuilding of the Body of Christ, until all of us arrive 


¢ at the unity of faith and the knowledge of the ‘sons of God’, 
* at the perfect human being, 
¢ at the measure of the stature of che fullness of Christ, 


* so that we may no longer be infants, tossed here and there by waves, and carried 


here and there by every breeze of teaching, by the craftiness of human beings, by 
readiness to do anything bad as regards deceitful scheming, 


¢ but chat we may be truthful in love and make everything grow into him, who ts 


the Head, 


¢ Christ, from whom the whole body is joined cogether and knit together, through 
every supporting ligament according to the activity that is proper to each individual 
part; 


it may bring about the increase of the body for its own upbuilding tn love. 


Once again, it is reasonably clear what che author means here, chough 
it is less obvious how the individual parts hang together. Three principles 
are affirmed here: 


1. the unity of the Church in the Spirit 


2. the identity of Christ, now in glory, wich the One who ‘came 
down to earth 


3. the intimate connection of Christ and the Church (seen as Body 
of Christ). 


The quotation in the second paragraph, ‘Going up to the height. . .’ 
is from Psalm 68:18, where it celebrates God’s ascent to Mount 
Zion (or perhaps Mount Sinai); God's reign is symbolised by the 
fact that he ceceived slaves and other gifts. Here it is applied τὸ Jesus, 
triumphantly entering heaven; and che wording has been changed, 
rather daringly, so thar he now gives gifts. 
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How to behave in the Body of Christ 


41. 5. This is my statement, and my testimony in che Lord: no longer [ought] you to 
walk as the Genales walk, in τῆς futility of cheir intellects, being darkened in (cheir| 
understanding, alienated from God's life because of the ignorance char is in them 
because of che hardness of their hearts, who have become devoid of feeling and given 
themselves over to debauchery, to che practice of every kind of impurity to excess. 

You, however, did not learn Chrise that way (assuming, chac is, thar you aid hear 
him and were taught in bim) as che truch is in Jesus, for you to sec aside the person 
you once were, according co your previous way of life, a person on the way to 
destruction according to deceptive desires. Instead, get yourselves renewed in the 
spirit of your mind and put on the new person, the one who is fashioned according 
to God, in the righteousness and holiness of truth. 

Therefore put away falsehood, ‘let each one speak truth wich cheir neighbour’ 
[Zechariah 8:16, frecly cited], because we are parts of each other, ‘be angry. but do 
not sin’ [Psalm 4:5, freely cited]. Let the sun not go down on your anger, and do 
not give space to the devil. Let che thief stop stealing, rather let him labour, producing 
good wich his own hands, chat he may have something to share with the one who 
has need. 

Let no evil speech come from your mouth; buc nothing other than good 
[speech], to build [people] up in case of need, in order that it may give grace to 
those who hear. 

And do not grieve the Holy Spirit of God, by whom you are sealed for the Day 
of Redemption. Let all bitterness and passion and anger and clamour and blasphemy 
be taken away from you, along with all thar is evil. Be kind to one another, 
compassionate, forgiving each other, just as God in Christ forgave you. 


So become imitators of God, like beloved children, and walk in love, juste as Christ 
loved us and handed himself over for our sakes as an offering and a sacrifice to 
God, to make a fragrant smell. 

Sexual immorality and all kind of impurity or excess should not even be named 
among you, as is fitting for holy people — and the same poes for wickedness and 
foolish talk or dirty jokes, which ought not to happen, but rather chanksgiving. For 
be quite certain chat no one who is sexually immoral oc impure or coverous (chars 
idolatry) has an inheritance in the kingdom of Christ and of God. 

Lec no one fool you with insubstantial talk; for chis brings the wrath of God on 
the children of disobedience. Don't go into partnership with chem: for once upon a 
time you were darkness. Now, however, you are light in the Lord - walk as children 
of the light, for light's fruit is al] about goodness and righteousness and truth; test 
what is pleasing τὸ che Lord, and don’t go shares in che unfruicful works of darkness 
— instead [you should] expose chem. For the chings that are secretly done by them 
are too disgusting to mention, while everything that is exposed by the light 1s 
revealed, because everything that is revealed is light. Therefore it says, 

‘Awake, you who sleep 
and arise from the dead, 
and Christ shall shine upon you.’ 
So look carefully ac how you are behaving: not as [the] unwise but as [the} wise, 
making the most of che ame, because che days are evil. Therefore do not become 
foolish, but [try το] understand what is the Lord's will. And don’t get drunk on 
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wine, in which chere is dissipation, bur be filled with the Spirit, talking to 
vourselyes in psalms and hymns and spirit-hiled canticles, singing and playing 
musical instruments in your heart to the Lord, always giving thanks for everything 
in the name of our Lord Jesus to [our/his] God and Father. 


This is a very long section on the kind of behaviour that is 
appropriate in the Body of Christ. Once again, the sentences are long, 
but never quite Ay out of control. The moral teaching is far more 
diffuse, far less precise, than in Paul, and yet the author shares the 
apostle’s sense of what does and does not fit if you are Christians. 
The lines ‘Awake, you who sleep . . .' may be a fragment of an 
early Christian hymn, or, just possibly, a loose translation of Isaiah 
60:1, ‘Arise, shine, for your light has come and the glory of the Lord 
has risen upon you.’ Our author is quite free in his handling of the 


Old Testament. 


How Christian families are to operate 


Be submissive to one another in the fear of Christ: 


wives to their own husbands as to the Lord, because the husband is the head of 
the wife, as also Christ is the head of the Church — he is the Saviour of the body, 
But as the Church is submissive to Christ, so also wives to cheir husbands in 
every respect. 


husbands, lave your wives, just as Christ loved the Church, and gave himself for 
her, so that he might make her holy by the washing in water, accompanied by a 
form of words, that he himself might present the Church co himself as resplendent, 
with no stain or wrinkle or anything Itke that, but chat she might be holy and 
blameless. That is how husbands ought co love their own wives, as their own 
bodies. The one who loves his own wife loves himself. For no one ever hates his 
own flesh, but nourishes and cherishes it, as Christ [does with] che Church, 
because we are limbs of his body. ‘For this reason, a man will leave his facher and 
his mother and will cling to his wite, and the rwo will become one Aesh.’ 


This is an enormous mystery — and | am speaking of it with reference to Christ and 
to the Church. Bur you too, individually, let each of you love his own wife as you 
love yourself — but the wife should revere her husband. 


children — obey your parents in the Lord; for chis is right: “honour your father 
and your mother’, which is the frsc commandment in che promise, ‘that it may 
be well with you, and you may have a long life on the earth’. 


And parents — dont make your children angry, bur look after them with the 
Lord's discipline and admonition. 


staves — obey those who are your ‘lords’ according to the flesh, wich fear and 
trembling, in simpliciry of your hearts, as chough [they were] Christ, not as doing 
your Service (Ὁ attract attention, as though you were ‘pleasing people’ -- but as 
Chrises slaves, doing God's will from the heart, doing your slavery with enthusiasm, 
as for the Lord, and not for human beings, confident that whenever each one 


does anything good, they will get chis from the Lord, whether they are slave or free. 


And ‘fords’, do the same to them; give up menacing [them], conhdenr that your 
Lord and their Lord is in heaven; and there is no snobbery in him. 
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The ‘household code’ is λἴνμαγε a tricky passage τὸ handle. [τ is ow 
belief, of course, that ail are equal before God, and many readers. 
properly anxious about the rights of women, children and slaves, are 
dismayed by whar they read as a sanctification of a ‘hierarchy οἱ 
relanonships’ in the Body of Christ. 

Bur look again. Whar the author of this epistle does in the 
‘household code’ is to relativise all that his contemporary society would 
have caken for granted. It starts with a command of universal submission 
(noc just women, slaves, children) ‘in che fear of Chnst’, and all chat 
follows serves only to relativise human hierarchies. So just as 
husbands, parents, and slave owners are cumming to their ‘inferiors’ 
and saying ‘Did you hear what the man said?’, chey find themselves 
under review: "husbands, love your wives . . . as your own bodies’; 
‘parents — don't annoy your children’; ‘slave-lords . . . know chat 
their Lord and yours is in heaven’. We arc not to read this simply as 
reinforcing the social stranfhication of contemporary society: τῆς 
mention of ‘love’ rules chat out. 

Nouice the instruction to children and parents; it looks at first like 
a simple quotacon from Exodus 20:12 and Deuteronomy 5:16; but 
our author is quite daring in expecting it to include the respons- 
bility of parents τὸ their children, not to make them angry’ 


Condading prayer: the ‘suit of armour 

For che rest, be strong tn the Lord, and in che might of his power. Put on God's suit 
of armour, so as to be able to stand against the devil's craftiness, because our 
struggle is not against blood and flesh; no — it is against che rulers, the powers. rhe 
world rulers of the present darkness, against che spirit forces of evil in the heavenly 
regions. 

For chat reason, take up God's suit of armour, chat you may be able τὸ resis: on 
the Evil Day, and having won through against everything, to stand firm. So stand 
firm, with your loins girded with truth, and puting on the breastplate of 
nghreousness, and putting sandals on your feet in readiness for the gospel of peace; 
in everything taking up the shield of faith, by which you will be able τὸ extinguish 
all che Evil One's incendiary deviess. And accept the helmet of salvation, and the 
sword of the Spirit. which is God’s word. 

Praying in ail prayer and supplicanon, on every occasion un che Spint, and for 
chat reason staying awake in all pagence and in supplicacon for all che saints — and 
for me, that [ may be given speech when I open my mouth, to make known with 
comptete confidence the mystery of the gospel, for which [ am an ambassador-in- 
chains, so chat in hum [ may urrer freely, as | ought ro speak. 


Much of this is the slightly fanciful analogy of the ‘suit of armour’, 
which has so seized the Christian imaginarion. Notice ce powerful 
sense that che author has, char Chrisuans are engaged in a real battle. 
the importance of prayer, and (once again) the absaluce cenwaliry of 
God, and dre mission τὸ preach che gaspel. 
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Do you feel embarrassed by all che military Janguage that the 
author applies here to Christian life? Many people would say that 
this is because we have forgotten that Christian life is a baccle against 
the evil powers. 


Final salutations 


But that you may know abour me (what I'm up to), Tychicus, the beloved fellow 
Christian, and faithful minister in the Lord, will cell you everything. I have sent 
him to you for this very purpose, that you may know about us, and that he may 
comfor your hearts. 

Peace to the brothers and sisters, and love with faith, from God the Father and 
the Lord Jesus Christ. Grace be with all chose who love our Lord Jesus Christ in 


immortalicy. 


So ends the Lerter to the Ephesians; these last few lines show why 
many scholars do not regard the letter as coming from the aposcle 
himself, despite the personal references: ‘love with faith’ and ‘grace’ 
used in this way, as well as the odd reference to ‘Jesus Christ in 
immortalicy’ all sound different from Paul. Nevertheless, the author 
of the epistle certainly both knew and understood Paul’s thinking; 
and 1 have to say that of all che Pauline corpus, ir was this document 
thar most seized me and moved me while | was doing the cranslation, 


The Letter to the Philippians 


Introduction 


This is Paul's most joyful letter, even though it was written in a prison from which 
he might noc emerge alive. The Philippians were perhaps his favourite community 
(though the Corinthians might be characteristically disposed to argue the pointe): 
they were almost the first of his foundations in Europe — see Acts 16 for the details. 
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Opening grectings 

Paul and Timorhy, slaves of Christ Jesus, to all che saines in Christ Jesus who are in 
Philippi, with che overseers and assistants, grace to you and peace from God our 
Farher, and from che Lord Jesus Christ. 


A characteristic opening from Paul and his co-worker. Not for the 
frst ume, he describes himself as ‘Jesus’ slave’. The words translated 
as overseers’ and ‘assistanss later curned into ‘bishops’ and ‘deacons’, 
but it is unlikely chat they had chat meaning at this carly stage. 


Thankseiv; 
[ give chanks to my God every time I chink of you, all che ame in cach one of my 
prayers on behalf of all of you, making the prayer with joy, because of your 
solidarity in the gospel, from che first day until now, confident of this, that the one 
who started ἃ good work in you will bring it to completion by the day of Christ 
Jesus, as it is [only] nght for me to be chinking about all of you, because I keep you 
in my heart, both in my imprisonment and in the defence and establishment of che 
gospel, since all of you are in solidarity with me in grace. 

For God is my witness that I long for all of you in the heart of Christ Jesus. And 
this is my prayer, thac your love may overflow more and more in knowledge and in 
all insight, that you may test our the things chat are superior, chat you may be pure 
and blamedess for Chiist’s Day, filled with the fruit of thar righteousness that comes 
through Jesus Christ to the glory and praise of God. 


In the chanksgiving of Pauline letters, it is always wise to look out 
for themes thar will reappear in che rest of the letter. Three ames here 
he uses the phrase ‘all of you, which may be a aly reference to their 
disunity, something of which he will speak later on. Notice also the 
first reference to ‘joy’, which we shall often meet again in this letter. 
Though Paul is wriang from prison (we cannoc be sure where or 
when) (ὡς is nevertheless che most joy-hiled of all his lerrers. And, 
finally, chere are various words derived from the foot Avinonia, 
which | have translated as ‘solidarity’, buc carries hines of partnership, 
union, communion, fellowship. The reader should keep all these ideas 
in mind when thinking about cus word. 


Some of Paul’s difficulties 


My brothers and sisters, ] want you to know thac my circumstances have actually 
led more to che progress of the gospel, so that my imprisonment has (in Christ) 
become well known among che encre practorium, and to everyone else, and the 
majority of the brothers and sisters in che Lord have, because of my imprisonment, 
had the conhdence and, increasingly, che courage to speak the word fearlessly. 
Some preach Christ out of envy and rivalry, while others proclaim him out of good 
will. Some do it for love; they know thar J am put here in order to mount a defence 
of che gospel. While others prodaim Christ wich mixed motives; they think char 
they will stir up crouble for me in prison. 
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Ie ts quite hard co reconstruct what is going on while Paul is in 
prison, though presumably his Philippians knew what he was talking 
about; bur notice his calm contemplation of the odd fact thac 
people are actually using the gospel co upset him (and Paul ts not 
always the calmest of souls!), and his eye for the main poinc, thar, 
one way or another, the gospel gets preached. 

The ‘praetorium’ to which Paul refers is anywhere where the local 
Roman governor might live, and includes also the troops chat form 


his bodyguard. 


Only Christ matters 


So whar? Bur in every way, whether for false motives or true, Christ is proclaimed; 
and I rejoice at that. 

No - but I shadf rejoice. For I am sure chat through your prayers and through the 
support of che Spirit of Jesus Christ, all this will curn out for my deliverance, 
according to my eager expectation and hope, that I shall in no way be ashamed; no 
— Christ will be glorified in my body, with all boldness, both now and always, 
whether by [my] life or by [my} death. 

You see, for me, to live is Christ, and to die 1s a gain; but tf continuing to live in 
the body means that my work will bear fruit, then I do not know which 1 shall 
choose. I am torn between the two: I have a desire to depart and be with Christ (for 
that is far better}. On the other hand, to remain in the body is more necessary 
because of you; and since I am convinced of this, I know that I shall remain and 
stay by you all, for your own advancement and the jay of your faith, so chat your 
boasting may overflow in Christ Jesus by means of my being present to you once 
more. 


This is a charming passage, and reveals Paul's profound sense of the 
things that really marter: a) Jesus Christ; b) che proclamation of the 
gospel of Christ; c) the welfare of Christ's Church. 

He is profoundly convinced that death would mean being once 
more with his beloved (and is therefore a welcome gift), but is 
prepared to stay with the Church despite his own preference. Notice 
how once again he speaks of ‘you all’. 


Faith is not easy: sporting metaphors 


Just conduct your life in a way chat is worthy of the gospel of Christ, so thac 
whether I come and see you, or whether I am absent and hear all about you, [I may 
know) that you stand fast in one Spiric and in one mind, fighting side by side for 
the gospel faich, and not being intimidated in any way by your opponents; for [the 
faith) ts a sign of destruction for them, but [a sign] of salvation for you — and [it 
comes] from God. Because being on Christ's side has been given as a free gift to 
you, not just for you to believe in him, but also to suffer for him, sharing the same 
struggle as you saw, and now hear about, in my case. 


Paul acknowledges here thac the Philippians are not having an easy 
tume of it; but then, as he points out, neither is he. He uses various 
sporting metaphors (‘fighting side by side’, ‘opponents’, ‘struggle’), 
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possibly drawn from Stoic philosophy, or possibly because that was 
language chat the Philippians easily understood. 

The word ‘gospel’ is another important idea in Philippians: it is used 
twice in chis section, making six umes in all in Chapter 1 of the letter. 


Please be united 


2''8 Therefore if there is any comfort in Christ, if there is any consolation of love, if 
there is any solidarity of the Spirit, if there is any compassion or piry, fill up my joy: 
[I want] you co think the same, have the same love, and be of one mind, with just 
a single thought, wich no thoughts thar are in line with selfish ambition or empry 
conceit. No — in humility, chink of each other as your superiors; don’t be cach of 
you looking to your own [interests]; instead, look to each other's interests. Let yout 
thinking be what was in Christ Jesus, 


who, being in the form of God, 
did not think it plunder to hang on to 
(the being equal to God). 
Instead, he emptied himself, 
taking a slave's form, 
coming to be in the likeness of human beings. 
And being found in appearance like a human being, 
he humbled himself? 
He became obedient even to the point of death 
(death on a cross’), 
Therefore God superexalted him 
and gave him the free gift of the name 
which ts above every name, 
that at che name of Jesus 
every knee should bow 
in heaven and on earth and under the earth 
and every tongue confess 
that Jesus Christ is Lord 
to the glory of God the Farher. 


So, my dear ones, just as you have always been obedient, not just when | have been 
present, but now all the more when | am absent. with fear and trembling work out 
your own salvation. For it is God who is bringing about in you the willing and che 
working for [God's] goad will. Do everything without any muttering of argument, 
so that you may become blameless and innocent, unblemished children of God in 
the middle of a crooked and perverse generation, among whom [] want you to] appear 
like stars in che world. Hold on to the word of lifc, so as to give me something to 
boast about on the Day of Christ, to prove that J did not train in vain, or labour in 
vain. No — even if | am poured out as a sacrificial offering for your faith, | rejoice — 
and share my joy with all of you. In just the same way, you must rejoice -- and share 
your joy with me. 


Now we can see what we have been suspecting for 2 while, thar Paul 
is addressing a problem of disunicy ar Philippi; his eactic is τὸ urge 


them to ‘think che same’ as each other, but also to have the same 
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attitude as his beloved Jesus, an attitude of not seeking to ‘hang on 
to what you have’, but of ‘self-emptying’, and regarding others as 
superior. That is how you build the ‘solidarity’ that for Paul was che 
mark of a Christian Church, as he stresses in his correspondence 
with che Christians of Rome, and, especially, Corinth. This tactic leads 
him into the ‘hymn to Christe’. Whether or not it really was a hymn, 
and whether Paul composed it, or used existing material chat was 
already 2 part of the Christian liturgy, cannot now be determined 
for certain, though in the translation 1 have followed one of the ways 
of setting ic our as a hymn. It is a lovely passage, and has remained a 
favourite with Christians ever since; its theology of ‘who Jesus was’ 
is. a very exalted one (at least on the most obvious way of reading it). 
But notice how Paul’s theology is intimately linked co his pastoral 
concerns. 

Once again, we see the words ‘joy’ and ‘solidarity’. Reflect on why 
they are important to Paul in his dealings wich the Philippians. 


Timothy and Epaphroditus 


2? '°-3' I hope in che Lord Jesus to send Timothy to you soon, so that 1 coo may be 
heartened by hearing about you. For 1 have no one who is on che same wavelength, 
who genuinely cares about your interests. For they are al] pursuing cheir own 
interests, not chose of Jesus Christ. But you know his quality; [you know] how he 
slaved at my side for the gospel, like a child wich his father. So that's che one whom 
I'm hoping to send, immediately, as soon as [ see what is going τὸ happen to me. 
And I trust in che Lord thar I also shall come soon. 

] thought it necessary to send you Epaphroditus, my fellow Christian and co- 
worker and comrade-in-arms, and your apostle, and the one who has served my 
need; because he was longing for all of you, and was much distressed, because you 
had heard that he had been ill. He had indeed been ill, close to death: but God had 
mercy on him, and not just on him, but on me also, so chat 1 should not have 
sorrow upon sorrow, So I despatched him all the more enthusiastically, so char when 
you saw him, you would rejoice once more, and I might have my sorrow relieved. 
So welcome him in the Lord with all joy; and hold people like char in honour, because 
it was on account of the work for Christ that he came near to death, risking his life, 
so thar he might fill up your lack by giving service to me. 

For the rest, my brothers and sisters, rejoice in the Lord. (It is no problern to me 
to repeat whar 1 have written, and it is a safeguard for you.) 


Paul regarded those whom he sent as equivalent to him; and in 
Timothy and Epaphroditus the churches may have felt they were 
getting second-best (see 1 Corinthians 16:10, 11); and the language 
Paul uses to commend Epaphroditus will remind che reader of 
how he deale with the Corinthians in their disdain for Stephanas 
(1 Corinthians 16:15-18}, whose Greek name may suggest that he 
and Epaphroditus were of a similarly lowly social status. 

Once again, the word ‘joy appears (once as a noun, and ewice in 
the verbal form, ‘rejoice’). Once again, the phrase ‘all of you’, possibly 


another reference to Philippian disunity, appears. 
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A sudden change of tone 


Watch out for the dogs; watch out for evil workers; watch out for the ‘chopping- 
cision party. For we ace the ‘circumcision party’, we who worship by the Spirit of 
God, and who boast in Christ Jesus, and who do not place our reliance in the flesh. 
Although I have reliance in the flesh also: if someone else thinks they [can] rely on 
the flesh, 1 am more capable of doing so: [I am] of the eighth-day circurncision, of 
the race of Israel, of the tribe of Benjamin, a Hebrew born of Hebrews, a Pharisee 
as regards τῆς law, a persecucor of the Church as regards fanatical enthusiasm, | 
became irreproachable as regards law-righteousness. 

No — whatever was on my cedit-side, 1 regarded it as loss, because of Christ. tn 
fact I regard everything as loss, because of the supreme good of the knowledge of 
Christ Jesus my Lard, for whose sake I lost everything, and I regard ic as dung, in 
order chat I may gain Chrisc, and take my place in him, without any righteousness 
of my own that comes from the law, but only the righteousness that comes through 
Christ's faith, the righteousness that comes from God on those who believe: so as 
to know him and τῆς power of his resucrection, and solidarity with his sufferings, 
being conformed to his death, if somehow | may reach up to the resurrection from 


che dead. 


Some scholars, observing that the beginning of Chapter 3 (‘for the 
rest... } looks like che start of the conclusion of the letter, and thac 
suddenly che tone changes in the very next verse, have suggested 
that chis is part of another letter. In fact, however, Paul often changes 
his tone rather suddenly; and in any case, che angry note does not 
continue throughout the section, as Paul curns to speak of God's 
righteousness and Paul’s share in his Christs resurrection and 
sufferings. 

Once again, we must be grateful to whoever it was that annoyed 
Paul sufficiently for him co indulge in reminiscences of his past life, 
which ocherwise we should never have had. He indulges in a slightly 
cumbersome metaphor, difficult to put smoothly into English, about 
the ‘profit’ and ‘lass’ side of ancient accounung practice, to describe the 
importance of Christ to him, in comparison wich what he once had. 

The reference to ‘chopping-cision’ in the first line of this section 15 
a heavy attempt to reproduce Paul's somewhat offensive pun on 
‘circumcision. 


A sporting metaphor 

Not that [᾿νε already received the gold medal, or reached perfection, but I'm in 
pursuit of it, in the hope of winning it, seeing that I've been won by Christ Jesus. 
My fellow Christians, | do not reckon that [ have won; but one thing {I 40]. Forgerting 
the previous laps, | am pushing cowards those which lie ahead, in pursuir of the 
finishing line, towards the medal, which consises in the summons [that comes] 
from God in Jesus Christ, [to go] highee. 


We may find chat the awkwardness of chis metaphor conveys at one 
and the same time Paul's determination ro catch his readers’ attention 
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by using an image from the athletics field, and his own Jack of 
familiarity with the sport. Or, more prosaically, the image may have 
come to him by way of Stoic philosophy, which seems to have been 
a part of his culrural baggage. It would be pushing a harmless metaphor 
too far if we started asking whether the analogy with training for a 
sport does not signal a return to ‘righteousness by works! 


Christ sbould make a difference to the way we bebave 


So those who are ‘perfect’, let us keep thinking this way; and if your thoughts are 
different in some way, God will reveal this also to you — only [we should] hold τὸ 
whatever we have attained. 

Join (with che others) in following my example, brothers and sisters; keep an eye 
on those who are behaving like us, whom you have as your model. For many 
people are behaving -- whom | have mentioned to you, and now I am in tears as | 
mention them — [as] enemies of the cross of Christ, whose end is destruction, 
whose god is their belly, and whose glory is their shame, those whose thoughts are 
earthbound. For our country Is in heaven, from which we are waiting for a saviour, 
the Lord Jesus Christ, who will transform our humble body, conforming it to his 
glorious body, according to his power which enables him to subordinate everything 
to him. 

So, my beloved and longed-for brothers and sisters, my joy and my crown, stand 


firm like this in the Lord, beloved. 


Paul is never shy abour offering himself as an example. The encounter 
with Christ had transformed his life, made a visible difference. He is 
quite clear about the kind of behaviour that is appropriate for 
Christians, and that which is not. 

Occasionally, in his enthusiasm, the syntax falls apart; or perhaps 
his secretary could not keep up with his dictation! One example 
would be che sentence beginning ‘For many people are behaving .. .’ 


Stop quarrelling 
I beg Evodia, and I beg Syntyche τὸ think the same in the Lord. Yes, and | ask you 
too, my true partner, give them help; for these women have fought side by side 


with me in the arena of the gospel, and also wich Clemens, and the rest of my 
fellow workers, whose names are in the book of life. 


We have on several occasions in the fetter so far seen possible hints 
of disunity at Philippi, often in connection with the word ‘thinking’ 
(see Philippians 1:7; 2:2; 2:5; 5:15; 3:19; 4:10); here we see a clear 
instance, where named people are causing scandal in the body. The 
word translated as ‘partner’ (for which the Greek is Syzygos) is thought 
by at least one eminent scholar to refer to Paul's wife. It is certainly a 
thought-provoking possibility, alchough it is also just possible thae 
Syzygos is a personal name. 
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10.20 


Peace and joy 

Rejoice at all times in the Lord; again | shall say [it]: rejoice! Let your decency be 
known to all people. The Lord is near: don't be anxious about anything, but in all 
your prayer and intercession, with thanksgiving let your requests be known to 
God; and the peace of God which is beyond all imagining will guard your hearts 
and your minds in Christ Jesus. 

For the rest, brothers and sisters, whatever is crue, whatever is honourable, whatever 
is righteous, whatever is holy, whatever is agreeable, whatever is attractive, anything 
that ts virtue or praise -- think of these things. 

And whatever you have learnt and received and heard and seen in me — do these 
things. 

And the God of peace will be with you. 


Again the letter seems to be coming to a close; it’s a lovely passage, 
which starts with our familiar ‘rejoice’, and focuses the Philippians 
on God, on prayer, and, in a few charming lines, on all chat it is 
proper for us to think of and all that we should do. Then chere is whar 
sounds like the beginning of a Pauline farewell: ‘the God of peace 
wil] be with you’. But there is more to come. 


The pift Epaphroditus brought to Paul 

1 rejoiced greatly in the Lord chat already, some time ago, you had revived your 
[habit of] thinking about me (insofar as you were thinking about me, but you 
lacked the opportuniry). Not that | am talking because of any need: for 1 have 
learnt how to be content, where I am. I know how to be humbled, and I know how 
to have enough and τὸ spare. In everything and in every respect | am an expert: 
being satished and being hungry; being in surplus and being in want. In every 
respect [ am scrong in the one who empowers me. 

Nevertheless, it was a lovely thing that you did, when you showed me solidariry 
in my trouble, You too know, Philippians, that in the beginning of the gospel, 
when I came out of Macedonia, no church showed me any solidariry of debit and 
credit, except for you people alone; because even in Thessalonica, on rvo or three 
occasions, you sent me something towards my needs. Nor that | am fishing for the 
gift; what | am fishing for is the profit that increases to the settlement of your account. 
I have received payment in full, and | have enough and to spare. | am fully supplied, 
having received your contribution from Epaphroditus, an odour of fragrance, an 
acceptable sacrifice, pleasing to God. 

My God will fll up all your need, according τὸ his wealth in glory in Chrise 
Jesus: to our God and Father be the glory, for cver and ever. Amen. 


Notice the familiar words ‘rejoice’ and ‘think’. Clearly the Philippians 
have, in the past and more recently, been generous in their contri- 
butions to Paul, buc perhaps he is in need again. As always with 
Paul, everything begins and ends with Chrisc. 

Once again he uses the fiscal metaphor of ‘debit and credit’, and it 
bumps along, a little uncomfortably. He is more at case when he 
tums to an image from the Old Testament cult: ‘an odour of fragrance, 


an acceptable sacrifice’. 
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Closing greetings 


Greet every single saint in Christ Jesus. The brothers and sisters who are with me 
send greetings; all che saints send you greetings, especially those from Caesar's house- 
hold. 

The grace of our Lord Jesus Christ be with the spirit of you [all]. 


The closing greetings have fewer names chan in other Pauline 
epistles; the reference to “Caesar's household’ may be a reminder to 
his hearers or readers chat Paul is not a complete failure as an evangelist! 


The Letter to the Colossians 


Introduction 


This is a lovely letter, perhaps written by Paul towards the end of his life, or by 
someone else (Timothy?) under Paul's instruction, or shortly after his death, to let 
third- and fourth-generation Christians know ‘this is what Paul is saying to us 
today’. Colossae is about a hundred miles east of Ephesus, and quite near Laodicea 
(whose church is mentioned in Chapter 4). There are connections with che letter 
to Philemon; see the references in Chapter 4 to Epaphras, Luke, Aristarchus, 
Onesimus and Demas. 
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Opening greetings 

Paul, an apostle of Christ Jesus through the will of God, and Timothy [our] fellow 
Christian, to the saints ar Colossae, faithful brothers and siscers in Christ, grace ta 
you and peace, from God our Father. 


This is a standard opening co a Pauline letcer, whether or noc Paul 
Wrote It. 


Thanksgiving 

We give thanks to God, [che] Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, all che time, when 
we pray for you, having heard of your faith in Christ Jesus, and che love which you 
have for all che saints, on account of the hope which is laid up for you in heaven, 
which you heard about before, in the word of truth of che gospel which has come 
to you, just as it is bearing fruit and growing in the whole world, so also in you, 
from the day when you heard and recognised the grace of God in truth, as you 
learnt from Epaphras, our beloved fellow slave, who is a faichful minister of Christ 
for you, who told us about your love in the Spirit. 


This thanksgiving is a single sentence in Greek, and we have left it 
so in English, ac some cost, perhaps, to the reader's patience; you are 
advised to take it gently, and counc the number of different chings 
for which the auchor is thanking God. Like Ephesians, but to nowhere 
near the same extent, we have in this lecter a frequent piling-up of 
nouns, such as ‘the word of truth of the gospel’, for example. 


The author's prayer 


Because of this, we also, from the day when we [first] heard, do not cease praying 
for you, and asking that you may be filled with the knowledge of his will in all 
wisdom and spiritual understanding, to walk worthily af the Lord, to please him in 
all chings, bearing fruit and growing in every good work, through the knowledge of 
God, being empowered with all power, according to the might of his glory, with a 
view to all patience and foritude. 

Joyfully giving thanks to the Father who made us fit for the portion of the lot of 
the saints in light, who delivered us from the authority of darkness and changed us 
into the kingdom of the Son of his love, in whom we have redemption, the forgive- 
ness of sins. 


Some scholars think of these verses as part of che chanksgiving, but 
it seems easier to read it as che author's prayer for his hearers or readers. 
The attentive reader will notice chat the phrase ‘bearing fruic and 
growing’ makes its second appearance in the letter, The firse time, it 
refers to the spread of che gospel; on the second occasion, it ts 
something that is desired for the Christians of Colossae. Possibly it 
is something that, in the auchors view, they lack. 
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The hyma to Christ 


ὁ ἐὺ [He] is the icon of the invisible God, 
the first-born of all creation. 
Because in him all was created, 
in heaven and on earth, 
what is visible or invisible: 
whether thrones or lordships, 
whether rules or authorities, 
through him and for him was all created. 
And he is before all, 
and al] has come to extst in him. 
And he is the head of the body, the Church; 
(he] is the beginning, first-born from the dead, 
that he himself might become Number One in all. 
Because in him all the Fullness was pleased co dwell 
and through him co reconcile all to him, 
having made peace through the blood of his cross 
through him, whether the things on earth or the things in heaven. 


This is an extraordinary piece of writing, and scholars have not fully 
agreed on what it is. Often, chough, it is described as a hymn to Christ, 
perhaps one already in use in the liturgy at Colossae, co which che 
author has added some elements in order to make a theological 
point. As it stands, it sings about Christ as “Number One’, in creation, 
and in redemption. Some scholars see it as a medication on the opening 
words of the Bible, ‘In the beginning, God created the heavens and 
the earth. 


What Christ has done for the readers 


And you, who were once alienated, and enemies in your mind, because of wicked 
works, now he has reconciled [you] by the body of his Hesh, through death, to 
offer you as holy and blameless and irreproachable before him — as long as you 
remain established and steadfast in the faith, noc shifting from the hope of the 
gospel you heard, which was proclaimed in all creation under heaven, of which I, 
Paul, became a minister. 


i- 23 


Many scholars regard this as the summuary of the message of 
Colossians, a statement of what Christ has done for Paul's addressees, 
and an indication of whar their response might be. 


What Paul is doing for his people 


] **2* Now I rejoice in my sufferings on your behalf; and I fill up what is lacking 
in the affliction of Chrisr-in-my-flesh, on behalf of his Body, which is the Church, 


* of which I became a servant according to God’s arrangement, 


« which was given me for you, to bring God’s word to completion, 
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the mystery that was hidden from che ages and from the generations 
¢ but now has been revealed to his sainss, 


* to whom God wished τὸ make known what is the wealth of the glory of this 
mystery among the Gentiles, 


* which is Christ among you, the hope of glory, 


« whom we proclaim, admonishing everybody, and teaching everybody in all wisdom, 
¢ that we may present everybody as perfect in Christ -- that ts the goal towards 
which I am labouring, 


* scrugpling in accordance with his action thar is active in me in power. 


For | want you to know what a huge struggle | have, for you and for those in 
Laodicea, and those who have not physically seen my face, so chat their hearts may 
be comforted, united by love, and for them ro have all wealth of the assurance of 
understanding, and [for them to have] the knowledge of the mystery of Gad, 
Christ, in whom all che creasures of wisdom and knowledge are hidden. 

This is what I am saying: let no one fool you by plausible argumenss. For even if 
Ϊ am physically absent, nevertheless [| am with you in spirit, rejoicing as I look at 
your orderliness, and the frmness of your faith in Christ. 


As so often in Ephesians, here we have ἃ long and slightly unwieldy 
sentence, whose structure | have tried to show by means of bullet 
points. As so often in Paul's genuine letters, theology and pastoral 
pracuce walk closely together, hand in hand. 


Be confident in the gospel of the Resurrection 


So, as you have received Christ Jesus as Lord, walk in him, rooted in him and built 

on him and established in the faith, as you have been caught, overflowing in graneude. 
Watch out that someone does not take you prisoner through philosophy and 

empry falschood, 

“ according to the cradidion of human beings, according to the elementals of the 
universe, and not according co Christ, 

* because in Christ dwells all che fullness of divinity, in bodily form. and you are 
Fulfilled in him, 

© who is the head of all rule and authority 

* in whom also you have been circumcised, with a arcumasion not made by 
hands, by the stripping off of the body of flesh. by Christ's circumcision, being 
buried with him in bapuam 

* in which you have also been raised through faith in the activity of God, who 
raised him from the dead. 


And you, who were dead because of [your] cransgressions, he made yuu alive along 
with him, freely forgiving us al] our transgressions, wiping out the written evidence 
against us, the bond, and its requirements, which was opposed to us - and he took 
it our of the field of play, nailing it τὸ che Cross, stripping off che mules and 
authorities, he made a public example of them, confidendy holding a miumph over 
them in tt 
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Another long sencence holds together the warning against alternative 
doctrines and the reafhrmation of the gospel tradition. The author 
here reminds his hearers or readers of the tradition that they have 
received, and of their absolute grounds for confidence in Jesus, in 
his divinity, his resurrection, and his conquest of everything that 
threatened them. - 

The phrase chat | have translated ‘rule and authority’ appears 
frequently in Colossians and in the Pastoral Letters. The author here 
uses metaphors from moneylending (‘the bond’), sport (‘the held of 
play’) and Roman military parades (‘triumph’) τὸ underline the 
completeness of God's victory over the ‘authorities. 


Warming against following false teachings 


123 So ler no one pass judgement on you with regard to food and drink, or in respect 
to a festival, or new moon or Sabbath. These things are [merely) shadows of what is 
to come — the reality belongs ro Christ. Don't let anyone cheat you of your prize, 
through insisting on self-abasement and angel-worship, entering upon [a description 
of] what they have seen, foolishly puffed up by their Heshly mind, and not holding 
on to the head, from whom the whole body is supported and held together by 
sinews and ligaments, and will prow the growth of God. 

If you have died wich Christ and [are liberated] from the elements of che world, 
why let yourselves be dictated ro, as though you were still living in the world? 
‘Don't handle; don't taste; don’t touch.’ These things are all heading for destruction 
by wear and tear, in keeping human commandments and teachings; they have a 
rhetoric of cleverness with their self-chosen worship and humiliation, and their severity 


on the body, with no value againsc che indulgence of the flesh. 


Scholars have made valiant, and mutually contradictory, atternpts to 
establish what the false teaching might have been, though certainly 
the Colossians will have known what Paul was talking about. Rather 
than pry any deeper into these murky thickets, the reader should 
make for what really interests the author; for him, the prime concern 
is to not let go of death-with-Christ and rising-wicth-Christ. Nothing 
else matters. 

The phrases ‘destruction by wear and tear and ‘with no value 
against the indulgence of the flesh’ more or less accurately translate 
the Greek, bur it is not absolutely clear what the author is geccing at. 
This ts because we really do not know what che ‘false philosophy’ 
was; but the basic point seems to be chat the practices into which 
the Colossians are being seduced are merely human, and therefore 
transitory, and, although aimed at restricting self-indulgence, will 
turn out to be ineffective. 


How to live in Christ 
3°" So, if you have been raised with Christ, seek the chings that are above, where 
Christ is seated ac God's right hand; 
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* think of the things chat are above, not of things on earth. 

For you have died, and your life is hidden with Christ in God. 

* When Christ appears, [who is} your life, then also you will appear with him in 
glory. 

So pur to death your earthly parts: fornication, impurity, passion, evil desire, and 
greed (which 1s idolatry); 

through these things the anger of God is coming on the children of dis- 
obedience; 


among them you once walked, because you lived among them; 


now, however, you have also put everything aside: anger, rage, evil, blasphemy, 
Althy talk from your mouth; 
dont tell lies to others, 


having put off the old person, with all its practices, and 


having put on the new person who is made new in knowledge, in accordance 
with the likeness of the one who created him, 


where there is no ‘Greek and Jew’, ‘circumcision and uncircumcision, 
‘barbarian’, ‘Scythian’, ‘slave’, ‘free’, 

but Christ is all in all. 

So, as Gods chosen ones, holy and beloved ones, pur on new clothes: merciful 
compassion, goodness, humility, gentleness, patience, putting up with each other, 
and forgiving each other, if anyone has a complaint against another: as τῆς Lord 
forgave you, so you must also do. 

On top of all these, [put on] love, which ts the bond that unites perfectly. And 
may Christ's love referee in your hearts, to which you were called in one body - 
and become grate hul! 

Let Christ's word live richly in you, teaching and admonishing yourselves in all 
wisdom, with psalms, hymns, spiritual canticles, singing with thanks in your hearts 
to God. And everything that you do, in deed or word, do everything in che Lord 
Jesus name, giving thanks to God the Father through him. 


Ic is a consistence theme in the Pauline lecters, both those that are 
clearly from the apostle’s hand, and those that may have come from 
later disciples, that being a follower of Christ makes a visible 
difference. The basic artirude is ‘upwards’, a heart ser on God; and 
that means that some kinds of behaviour are ruled our, while others 
are expected. Another consistent theme is that what God has done 
in Christ means that there is no room for artificial distinctions, 
racial, religious, or social. All that matters is Christ, who is mentioned 
no less than six umes in these verses. 

The Scythians were a group from modern Russia, of notorious 
crudeness and cruelty. The point is that no one is excluded from the 
mystery of God-in-Christ, no matter who they are or what they 
have done. 

The reference to Christ as ‘referee’ tcanslates a word that means to 
‘umpire’ in the Games, such as the Olympics, where the function of 
the umpire was a preat deal more unchallenged than in their modern 
equivalent. The point is the absolure completeness of Christ's 
(peace-piving) command over the Chistian. 


448 


3 IS- A 


THE LETTER TO THE COLOSSLANS 4 


The ‘household code’ 


Wives — be subject to your husbands, as is proper in the Lord. 
Husbands — love your wives, and don't get embittered against them. 
Children -- obey your parents in every respect; for this is pleasing in the Lord. 
Fathers — don't irritate your children, so that they don't ger dispirited. 
Slaves — in every respect, obey those who are your ‘lords’ according to the Hesh, nor 
in ‘serving to attract attention, like chose who try to please human beings, but in 
simpliciry of heart, fearing the Lord Whatever you do, work trom the heart, as for 
the Lord, and not for human beings, knowing that (it is] from the Lord [char] you 
will receive che reward of the inheritance. Be slaves to the Lord Cérisz. For the one 
who does whar is unrighteous gets the reward of the unrighteousness he has done — 
and there is no snobbery. 
‘Lords’ — give what is righteous and fair to your ‘slaves’, knowing char you also have 
a Lord’ in heaven. 


Ac first reading, this passage gives us a bit of a shock, for it seems τὸ 
undo the sense of equality of all Christians before the Lord; but 
notice how the author relativises what looks like rampant hierarchy. 
[τ is true that wives and children and slaves are cold to keep their 
places, but so are husbands, fathers, and slave-lords. And look ar the 
last pairing — see how much longer is the section given to slaves, and 
how the wordplay berween ‘slave-iord’ and ‘Lord’ puts all human 
rankings into perspective. Though ic is sadly crue that same Christians 
have read this text in such a way as to justify exploitation and 
subordination, it simply means that they have not looked artentively 
enough at it. 


Final instructions 

Be persistent in prayer; be wide awake about ir, in gratitude; ar che same time, pray 
for us, that God may open for us a door for the word, to speak of che mystery of 
Christ, for which I am in prison, so that 1 may make it plain, as 1 must speak. 
Behave ‘cleverly’ towards outsiders; make the most of the ime, Let your speech 
always be agreeable, seasoned with salt, co know how you must answer each one. 


The obligation to pray for one another is frequently stressed in Paul, 
as is the eagerness for mission, and che emphasis on Christ (as well 
as the connection berween being an apostle and being in prison). 
Paul nearly always stresses che importance of correct relations with 
outsiders. 


Final greetings 

Tychicus, beloved fellow Christian, faithful servant, and fellow slave in the Lord, 
will tell you all about me; 1 am sending him τὸ you for that precise purpose, that 
you may know about us, and he may comfort your hearts, along with Onesimus, a 
faichfu! and much-loved fellow Christian, who is one of you. They'll inform you of 
everything at chis end. 
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Ariscarchus, my fellow prisoner, greets you, as does Mark, Barnabas’s cousin 
(about whom you have received instructions; if he comes to you, give him 
hospitaliry), and Jesus (the one called ‘Justus’), who are [all} of the Circumcision; 
these alone are my fellow workers to [build up] the kingdom of God, and have 
been a comfort to me. 

Epaphras greets you, who is one of you and a slave of Jesus Christ, who is all che 
time fighting on your behalf in his prayers, chat you may stand perfect and fully 
assured in all chat God wills. 1 can testify to him, that he has much hard labour on 
your behalf, and also on behalf of chose in Laodicea and Hierapolis. Luke the 
beloved doctor greets you all, as does Demas. 

Greet the brothers and sisters in Laodicea, and Nympha and the church that 
mects at her house; and when chis letter has been read among you, make arrange- 
ments for it co be read in the church of τῆς Laodiceans; and I want you also τὰ read 
the one from Laodicea. And tell Archippus, “Watch out for τῆς ministry that you 
have received in the Lord; make sure chat you fulAl it.’ 

The grectung in my hand: PAUL. REMEMBER MY CHAINS. 

Grace be with you. 


The list of names, including chat of Onesimus, makes a clear link 
between the lecters to che Colossians and to Philemon. Indeed some 
scholars suspect chat the rather sharp-sounding reminder to 
Archippus τὸ ‘watch out for the ministry’ may be addressed to the 
actual addressee of Philemon, and may refer to Paul's demand that 
he set Onesimus free. Notice how the author commends his various 
fellow workers, to give them standing in both Colossae and 
Laodicea (the letter is to be read in both places). Tides like ‘fellow 
slave’, ‘fellow captive’, ‘slave of Christ Jesus’, ‘beloved doctor’, and 
adjectives like ‘faithful’ and ‘beloved’, all tend in thar direction. 
Certainly something like che message to Archippus, whecher or nor 
it is about freeing Onesimus, makes ic harder to imagine chat the 
letter is entirely pseudonymous. Recently a strong case has been 
made for Timothy having writen Colossians, under Paul's super- 
vision; and that is entirely possible. 
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The First Letter to the 
Thessalonians 


Introduction 


In the view of many scholars, this is che first of Paul's letters, in which case the 
opening verse contains the frst words of the New Testament to have been written, 
(If vou find yourself puzzling about why, in that case, this letter is positioned so 
late in che collection of Paul’s letters, the answer is quite simple: they are collected 
in order of their length!) We should read them in awed tones. 

We share with Paul and his readers the problem of living our Christianity in a 
hostile and pagan culrure. 


451 


THE FigstT LETTER TO THE THESSALONIANS | 


l Ι 


Opening greeting 
Paul and Silvanus and Timothy to the Church of the Thessalonians in God the 
Father and the Lord Jesus Christ, grace to you and peace. 


It may be worth looking at a map to see where Thessalonica is, and 
at Acts 16, to see how Paul came to found the Church there. This 
first document of the New Testament apparently has three authors 
(but outside of this opening verse you would hardly know that Silvanus 
and Timothy are involved). Notice that Paul thinks of ‘God the 
Father’ and ‘the Lord Jesus Christ’ as practically the same. 


The thanksgiving 


We give thanks to God for all of you, always making mention of you in our prayers, 
remembering your work of faith and the labour of lave, and the perseverance of 
hope of our Lord Jesus Christ in che presence of our God and Father, knowing as 
we do, beloved brorhers and sisters, the fact chat you have been chosen, because 
our gospel did not come to you just in rhetoric, but also in power and in the Holy 
Spirit, and wich full conviction, as you know the kind of people we were among 
you for your sake. 

And you became imitators of us and of the Lord, welcoming the message in 
considerable affliction, and with joy in the Holy Spirit, so that you became a 
model to all the believers in Macedonia, and in Achaia as well. For from you the 
Lord's word has sounded forth, not just in Macedonia and Achaia, but in every place 
your faith in God has gone out, so that we have no need to say anything. For it is 
they who repore about us what kind of a welcome we had from you, and how you 
turned to God from idols, to become slaves of the living and truc God, and to wait 
for his Son [coming] from heaven, whom he raised from the dead, Jesus, who 


delivers us from the wrath that is coming. 


Letters in the ancient world tended to have a thanksgiving. after the 
introduction, and Paul follows that pattern. In the thanksgiving of 
his letters, which are rather longer than other letters of his time, we 
find that he plays out the themes chat will appear again in the letter. 
Such themes might include, in this case, the fact of waiting for Jesus 
co return, and the belief chat Jesus ‘delivers us from che wrath that ts 
coming’. In addition, notice the teaching, so central to Paul's theology. 
that God raised Jesus from the dead. Note, too, the word ‘Lord’, 
which appears three times in Chapter 1. To whom does it refer? The 
Holy Spirit appears cwice; we also have the mention of τῆς three 
virtues of faith, love and hope, which will reappear in a different 
form in 1 Corinthians 13. 

Three other points will be useful ro notice at this stage: First, che 
Thessalonian Christians had obviously come from paganism (the 
reference to idols would have been impossible if they had been 
Jews). Second, Jesus is ‘Son of God’. This is very familiar co us now; 
but what does Paul mean by ic? Who is Jesus for Paul? Third, notice 


that the opening section of this sentence is very long, and has a 
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string of nouns (‘labour of love’, ‘perseverance of hope of our Lord’), 
so the appearance of a string of nouns does not mean thar Paul did 
not write a particular passage. 


Paul’s arrival at Thessalonica 


For you yourselves know, brothers and sisters, about our arrival with you, and chat 
ic was not useless. No — although we had, as you know, previously experienced 
suffering and insults ac Philippi, we had full confidence in our God to speak the 
gospel of God to you amid strong opposition. You see, our comfort is not from 
deception or impure motives or by trickery. No — as we have been found worthy by 
God to be entrusted with the gospel, so we speak, not pleasing human beings, bur 
pleasing God who tests our hearts. 


Paul starts with what is common ground between him and his 
Thessalonians. The word ‘useless’ (literally ‘emprty’) 1s a frequent concern 
in his later letters, as is his emphasis on suffering and opposition for 
the sake of the ‘gospel’. The word ‘gospel’ is worth watching, to see 
how Paul uses it. Absolucely at the heart of Paul’s self-consciousness 
15. his certainty that he is called by God to proclaim che gospel, and 
his insistence that he does it with integrity. 


The reader must decide whether ‘our comfort’, of which Paul speaks, 


is the comfort he gives or the comfort he receives. 


How Paul preached in Thessalonica 


For, as you know, it was not with any verbal flactery, nor, as God is my witness, 
through concealed greed, nor with an eye on honour from human beings, whether 
from you or from any other people; we can wield authority as apostles of Christ. 
We, however, became like infants in the midst of you, just as a nursing mother 
cherishes her children, so in our longing for you we were determined to share with 
you, not merely the gospel of God, bur also our own selves, because you had become 
dear to us. 

For remember, brothers and sisters, our labour and our coil; night and day we 
worked so as not τὸ be a burden for any of you, and we proclaimed the gospel of 
God. You and God are our witnesses that we behaved to you who believe in a holy 
and righteous and blameless manner; as you know, we comforted each of you as a 
father comforts his own children, and consoled you, and testified before you, so 
that you should behave worthily of che God who calls you into his own kingdom 


and glory. 


Twice in this passage Paul calls God co witness; twice he speaks of 
the ‘gospel of God’; rwice he likens himself to a parent in his dealings 
with the Church he has evangelised. These are aspects of Paul's 
attitude to his mission chat surface again and again in his letters. 
Also presenc is just a couch of boaschilness, something that can be 
found elsewhere in Paul. 
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How the Thessalonians responded 


And because of this we grve chanks ro God unceasingly, because when you received 
the ‘word of hearing’ from us, you accepted it from God, not just a ‘word of 
human beings’; no -- as ir really is {you accepted it} as a ‘word of Gad’, who is 
acuve among you who believe. For, my brothers and sisters, you became just like 
the churches of God which are in Judaea and in Christ Jesus, because you also 
suffered from your own fellow countrymen, precisely as they did from the Jews, 
whe had killed both τῆς Lord Jesus and the prophets, who chased us out, who do 
not please God, and are hostile to all humanity, who prevent us from talking to the 
Genules in order that they might be saved, so that they all che ame fill up the 
measure of their sins; but the wrath has come upon chem to the full. 


Paul is cross here (not for che last time in his letters), bur nor with 
his correspondents, who had clearly acocpend his aching unexpectedly 
well. Then, in a long and slightly lost sentence, he compares chem 
co Chnsuans in Judaea, who have likewise endured persecution: 
then che sentence cums into an assault on his fellow Jews, which 
reads uncomfortably τὸ us. Paul’s anger, however, is che kind that 
can surface ‘wichin che family’. This passage is not often read in church! 


Paul wanes to see the Thessalonians 


We, however, brochers and sisters, separated from you for a brief while (in person. 
but mor in our hearts), were more eager chan ever, with a passionate longing to sre 
your faces, because we intended τὸ come τὸ you, J Piasd, on ewo or three occasions: 
and Sacan thwarted us. For what is our hope, or our jay, or the crown of which we 
boast before our Lord at his coming — is it not you? For you are our glory and our 
joy. 


Overcoming absence by a token of presence is what a letter is all 
about; and Paul is showing a new way for Christians to be Christian 
(something that you cannot do without ochers) in chis first surviving 
Christian letrer. Paul's love for the Thessalonians is neacher forced 
nor exclusive; that same love can be seen in all his letters, even to the 
vadillaong Galatians and the intractable Connthians. 


Why Timothy was sent 

Therefore, sunce we could not bear it any longer, we decided it was best τὸ be left 
alone in Athens: and we sent Tumorhy, our fellow Chnsnan and co-worker of God 
in the gospel of Christ, 00 make you resolute and τὸ counsel you abour your faith. 
{50 as] not co be agitated in any way in all these roubles. For you yourselves know 
that we are destined for this. For when we were with you, we predicted τὸ you that 
we were about τὸ be persmcuned, and it curned out chat way, as you know. For that 
reason, | sent τὸ find out about your faith (1 couldnt bear it any longer), we didnt 
want the Tempter τ cempt you, for chen perhaps our labour would be muse 
useless. 
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Paul's evident affection for the Thessalonians continues; but it is 
possible thac they thought he was giving chem ‘second-best’ by 
sending Timothy, not coming himself. Certainly that was how che 
Corinthians were to feel later on. Notice chat Paul takes it for granted 
thar where the gospel is preached there will be persecution, and that 
ic will put some Christians off. 


Timothy's report 


But Timothy came to us recently from you, and he gave us the good news about 
your faith and love, and that you make continuous mention of us, longing to see 
us, just as we long to see you; on this account we were comforted, brothers and 
sisters, about you, in all our distress and trouble, chrough your faith, because now 
we continue to live, if you stand firm in the Lord. For what thanksgiving can we 
return to the Lord for you, in all che joy with which we rejoice before our Gad, day 


and night begging most earnestly to see your face, and to make good what is lacking 
in your faith? 


Once more, Paul’s affection for che Thessalonians is unmistakable, 
and his desire to praise them. It seerns chat he was arvdous about wherher 
their faith would survive the pressure of his absence; Timothy has 
reassured him. Just as Christians cannot be Christians on their own, 
so wandering apostles need a combination of letters, agents and 
personal contract. 


A prayer for the Thessalonians 


May Our God and Father himself, and our Lord Jesus, straighten our road to you. 
May the Lord make you rich and overflowing in love to each other and to all, just 
as we do to you, to confirm your hearts as blarneless in holiness before our God 
and Facher at the coming of our Lord Jesus with all his saints. Amen. 


This is a charming and affectionate prayer, and perhaps a subtle 
reminder to the Thessalonians that they still have a way to go. The 
reader might ask what tc means for a good monotheist Jew like Paul 
to call Jesus ‘Lord’, and to place him as closely as he does here with 
‘God and Father’. Jesus ts not quite identical wich “God and Father’, 
of course, but there is a certain ‘unity of action’. Notice, too, the 
reference to Jesus’ ‘coming’ (Greek parousia), an idea which is more 
prominent in 1 Thessalonians than in other Pauline letters. 


Keeping the traditions and observing sexual purity 
For the rest, brothers and sisters, we ask and beg you in the Lord Jesus, that as you 
received from us how you should behave and, please God, as in fact you are behaving, 
that you do so even better. For you know what promises we gave you through the 
Lord Jesus. 

For this ts the will of God, your sanctification, that you should abstain from 
fornication, chat each of you should know how to keep his own vessel in holiness 
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and honour, not in undergoing passion, like the Gentiles who do not know God, 
[so as} not to transgress and take advantage of one’s fellow Christian in the matter, 
because the Lord is the one who exacts punishment for all these things, as we told 
you before and solemnly testified [to you]. For God did not call us to impurity hut 
in holiness. Consequently anyone who disregards this is not disregarding human 
beings bur God, who also gives his Holy Spirit for you. 


Paul frequently uses language about ‘receiving’ and ‘passing down’, 
that refers to the traditions that he has given to his churches. For 
Paul, they could not pick and choose what to believe. And one 
problem he always had wich converts who had not been brought up 
in the strict morality of Judaism was that they tended to ignore rules 
about sexual behaviour. For Paul, sexuality was roo important to mess 
about with, and misuse of sexuality incompatible with the holiness 
to which they were called. 

‘Keeping one’s own vessel in holiness’ might refer to one's body or 
one’s wife; scholars are noc agreed. 

Lastly, notice the use of the Holy Spirit, slightly less frequent in 
1 Thessalonians than in other letters (see 1:5; 1:6; 5:19), bur still 
clearly something that they could experience and feel. 


Relations within the community and without 


About your love of fellow Christians, you have no need for me to write to you, 
for you are taught by God to love each other; for this is what you do to all the 
Christians in the whole of Macedonia. We beg you, fellow Christians, to be even 
more generous and to have ic as your ambition to live in peace, to do your own 
thing, and to work with your own hands, just as we directed you, that you may 
behave decently towards outsiders, and have no need of anybody. 


Someumes, when a group is under external pressure, as the Thessa- 
lonians were, it is tempting for them τὸ retreat behind a barrier, and 
to exclude the outside world from their considerations. Paul is not 
prepared to allow his Christians to operate in this way, in two 
respects. First, they must be generous to fellow Christians; very 
possibly he is talking here about the ‘collection’, so very much a 
concern of his and in regard to which he was later to boast to the 
(relatively wealthy) Corinthians of the generosity of Macedonia 
(1 Corinthians 8:1-7). Second, this group is to ‘behave decently 
towards outsiders’, and to work with their own hands. 


What about Christians who have died? 


About those who have fallen asicep, we want you to know, brothers and sisters; we 
do not want you to grieve, like those others who have no hape. For if we believe 
thae Jesus died and rose again, so also God will bring with him those who have 
fallen asleep through Jesus. For chts is our statement, on the basis of a word of the 
Lord, that we who are alive, who survive cill the Lord's coming, will not have any 
advancage at al] over those who have fallen asleep. For che Lord himself, at a word 
of command, at che sound of an archangel and at the trumpet of God, will come 
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down trom heaven; and the dead-in-Christ shall be raised first, then we who are 
alive, who survive, will be snatched up together with chem in the clouds to meer 
the Lord in the air; and so we shall be all rhe time with che Lord. So comfort each 
other with these words. 


Ac the heart of Paul’s gospel ts his faith in che Resurrection; it looks 
also as though he believed in a fairly imminent coming of Jesus. 
This, of course, raises the question as co whether or not those who 
are still alive when Christ comes have somehow won the race 
against those who have died (and some Christians must have died 
between the bringing of the gospel to Thessalonica and the writing 
of this letter). To answer chis, Paul uses some symbols from Jewish 
speculation about the end-time. The main thing is not to worry; 
and chat is not because of any pious fAccion, bur because of what 


Paul and his Thessalonians know God has done in Chrisr. 


Waiting for the unknown Day 


About dates and times, brothers and sisters, you have no need of anything in 
writing to you. For you know precisely that the Day of the Lord is coming, Just like 
a burglar at night. When they say ‘peace and security’, then a sudden descruction 
looms over them, as the labour pains come on a pregnant woman; and no way are 
they going to escape. But you, brothers and sisters, are not in darkness, that che day 
should come upon you like a burglar. For you are all children of light and children 
of day. We do not belong to nighr or co darkness. So let us ποῖ sleep, chen, like che 
rest; no — let's stay awake and be sober. For people who sleep, sleep at might, and 
those who get drunk, get drunk at night. We, however, who belong to the Day, are 
sober; we put on che breastplate of fatch and love, and the helmet of faith in 
salvation. Because God did not put us [here] for wrath, but for obtaining salvation 
through our Lord Jesus Christ, who died for us, so that whether we are awake or 
asleep we may be alive with him. Therefore comfort each other and build each 
other up, just as you are doing. 


Paul clearly believes chat Jesus will recurn; but life has to continue, 
and he will not allow them to speculate abour when this might 
happen. What matters ts cheir accicude, not their wacching of the 
cosmic clock. God's visitation is always at an unexpected time; the 
essential ching is to remain ‘on-side’, on the team of light and day, 
to be awake and clear-headed, and confident in what God has done 
in Christ. 


Respect for church leaders 


We ask you, brothers and sisters, to acknowledge those who labour among you, 
and are appointed over you in the Lord, and who admonish you, and to have 
immense regard for them, because of their Function. Live at peace with each other. 


In Christianicy, all are equal before God; but in the history of 
Christianiry it has always been found necessary to have leaders, 


whatever they were called, for che stabilicy of che group. It has also 
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always been the case that Christians are sinful and squabbling, 
including, of course, sniping at church leaders. Hence the admonition 
to ‘live at peace’. It is mot that church structures are there to be 
worshipped, simply that they are necessary, human nature being 
what it is. 


How to behave in the Body of Christ 


We beg you, brothers and sisters, admonish the undisciplined, console the fainc- 
hearted, pay attention to those who are sick, be patient with everybody. See that no 
one returns evil for evil to anybody. Instead, always keep going for what is good for 
each other and for all. 
Rejoice always. 
Pray without ceasing, 
In everything give thanks 
(for chis is the will of God in Christ Jesus for you). 
Do not extinguish the Spirit. 
Do not despise praphecy, 
buc test everything (hold fast ro what is good). 


From every form of evil - keep away! 


It is interesting for us at this distance to see what are the 
fundamental moral requirements, as far as Paul is concerned. There 
must be good order and compassion, respect for all and joy (a word 
frequently on Paul's lips), prayer and gratitude, and, above all, the 
Spint. That means, at least sometimes, the gift of prophecy; bur, as 
Christians have always known, it is necessary to test the spirits. 


Concluding prayer and grectings 

May the God of peace himself sanctify you through and through; and may your 
spirit be preserved undamaged and your body irreproachable at the coming of our 
Lord Jesus Chnst. 


The One who calls you is faithful — he will also perform! 

Brothers and sisters, pray for us. 

Greet all che brothers and sisters with a holy kiss. 

I adjure you by rhe Lord τὸ have che letter read to all che Christians. 
The grace of our Lord Jesus be with you all. 


So ends our earliest surviving New Testament document. Perhaps 
Paul, as he does elsewhere, has seized che pen, mwo lines from the 
end, and speaks of ‘I’ instead of ‘we’. The farewell conveys his sense 
of absolute dependence on God, on the Jove that Christians should 
have for one another, of cheir mutual support in prayer, and of the 
physical means of building community, the ‘holy kiss’ and the exchange 
of leccers. All, however, poes back to God, ‘the One who .. . ts 
fairhful’, and τὸ ‘the grace of our Lord Jesus Cheist’. 
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Thessalonians 


Opening greetings 
Paul and Silvanus and Timothy, to the Church of the Thessalonians in God our 


Father and the Lord Jesus Christ, grace to you and peace from God our Father and 
the Lord Jesus Christ. 


For a variety of reasons, scholars today are increasingly of the view 
that 2 Thessalonians was written much later than 1 Thessalonians, 
and by a different author, whose concern was to oppose the view 
that ‘Jesus has already come’. lf 2 Thessalonians is by Paul, then it 
must have been written quite soon after | Thessalonians, when Paul 
and Silvanus were still together. [τ is difficult, however, to find a 
really plausible setting for the letter on the assumption of Pauline 


authorship. 


Thanksgiving 


We ought to thank God always for you, brothers and sisters, as is proper, because 
your faith is increasing remarkably, and the love of each one of you for the other is 
on the increase, so that we ourselves rest our boast on you, among the churches of 
God, because of your courage and faith in the midst of all your persecutions and 
oppressions chat you puc up with, [which is] evidence of God’s righteous judge- 
ment, τὸ count you worthy of the kingdom af God, for whose sake you are suffering, 
since in God's eyes ir is appropriate to repay those who oppress you with oppression 
of their own, and [to repay] you who are oppressed with relief [from oppression] 
along wich us, at the revelation of the Lord Jesus from heaven with the angels of his 
power in a flaming fre, who gives out punishment to those who have not come to 
know God, and to those who refuse to obey the gospel of our Lord Jesus, who will 
pay the penalry of eternal destruction, removed from the presence of the Lord and 
from che glory of his might, when he comes to be glorified in the midst of his 
saints, and to be a source of wonder for all who believe, because our witness has 
been shown to be reliable in you, on that day; to which end, we pray all the time 
about you, that our God may make you worthy of [your] call, and fulfl all [your] 
desire or goodness, and the work of faith in power, so thac the name of our Lord 
Jesus may be glorified among you, and you in him, according to the grace of our 


God and the Lord Jesus Christ. 
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This difficult passage, where several words could be translated in a 
number of ways, is a single sentence in Greek, though the author 
manages it with some assurance. We can use the thanksgiving of 
Pauline letters as an indicator of che themes uppermost in the author's 
mind. Here the interest is principally on Jesus’ fearsome Second 
Coming, and the Thessalonians’ present difficulties, and the importance 
of them not getting despondent. 


The instruction to the brethren 


We ask you, brothers and sisters, with regard to che coming of our Lord Jesus 
Christ, and our being gathered to him, not to be quickly shaken from your way of 
thinking, neither through the Spirit, nor through che word, not through any letter 
supposedly from us, saying thac the Day of the Lard has come. 


Clearly che issue is that some people have been saying that che Day 
of the Lord has come (we shall see jater wich what undesirable 
consequences}, and they have been claiming that Paul has lene his 
backing to this view. 


What must come before the Day of the Lord 


Dont let anyone deceive you in any way. Because [thar day will not come] unless 
the Rebellion comes first, and [unless] che Man of Iniquicy [is revealed], the Son of 
Destruction, the Adversary and the One who exalts himself above everything that 
is called 2 god or an object of worship, to the point of taking his seat in the Temple 
of God and making himself out to be a god. 


Before the end, there has to be (according to the author) a rebellion, 
and τῆς revealing of the Rebellious One. Scholars have not been able 
to identify this character with any historical person, nor even with 
any celestial or infernal figure. 

The reader will notice that in the second sentence above, the 
word ‘unless’ makes us look for a main verb, which never appears. 


Rebellion and the Lawless One 


Don't you remember that when I was still with you 1 used to tell you these chings? 
Now you know what is rescraining him, so that he may be revealed at his own 
proper time. For the mystery of iniquicy is already at work, only until the one who 
is restraining [it] is removed from the scene. And then the Lawless One will be 
revealed, whom the Lord Jesus will destroy with the breath of his mouth, and will 
annihilate him act the manifestation of his Presence. The coming of the Lawless 
One, by the activicy of Satan with all false power, signs and portents, and all 
deceptive iniquity for those who are being destroyed, because they did not accept 
the love of truth so as to be saved. And because of this God is sending them a 
deceiving power, so chat they should believe what is false, chat all chose who did 
not believe the truth, but consented to unrighteousness, should be condemned. 
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This passage is far from easy to understand, still less to translate, and 
scholars are not agreed on how to read it, though che basic meaning 
is clear: there is to be an apostasy before che end-time, and there will 
be a ‘Lawless One’ who is somehow restrained, by a ‘thing’ or a 
‘person’; and the opponents of God are going to be condemned. 


Keep going; God is at work 


We ought to chank God always for you, fellow Christians beloved by the Lord, 
because God has chosen you as first-fruits for salvation through sanctification by 
the Spirit and by faith in the truth, to which he has called you through our gospel, 
to possess the glory of our Lord Jesus Christ. So then, brothers and sisters, stand 
firm and hold fast co the traditions which you have been taught, whether by what 
we said or by what we wrote. The Lord Jesus Christ himself and God our Facher 
who loved us and who give unfailing comfort and pood hope in grace, comfort 
your hearts, and strengthen them in every good work and deed. 


This exhortation is a lictle bic vague, but the readers or hearers of 
this letter are to keep going, conhdenr that the Lord Jesus Christ 
and God our Father (nore the unusual order here) are guiding the 
enterprise. 


Prayer and reassurance 


For che rest, keep on praying for us, brochers and sisters, chat the word of the Lord 
may run freely and be glorified, as it has done also with you, that we may be delivered 
from evil and wicked people. For not everybody has faith. The Lord ts faithful, and 
he will strengthen you and puard you from the evil one, We rely on the Lord with 
regard to you, because you are doing, and will continue to do, what we command. 
May the Lord direct your hearts to the love of God and to the constancy of Christ. 


This exhortation is not very specific bur both the hearers and the 
author are to pray for each other, and they can rely on God. 


Final exhortation: keep everyone hard at work 


We command you, brothers and sisters, in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ, chat 
you should cry co avoid any fellow Christian who behaves in an undisciplined 
manner, and not in accordance with the tradition that they have received from us. 
For you yourselves know how you are to imitate us, because we were not 
undisciplined [when we were] among you, nor did we eat bread at anyone's house 
without payment; no — we worked, toiling and labouring night and day so as not 
to be a burden to any of you. This was not because we had ποῖ che right [to be fed], 
bur so chat we should offer ourselves as a model to you, for you to imitate us. For 
indeed when we were with you, we commanded you this, that ‘if anyone is 
unwilling to work, let chem not eat, either’. 

For we hear that some of you are behaving in an undisciplined manner, not 


being busy at work, but on the contrary behaving like ‘busybodies’. We beg and 
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command people like chis in the Lord Jesus Christ chat they should work peacefully 
and so eat their own food. As for you, brothers and sisters, don't give up on doing 
what is good. 

And if anyone fails to obey our teaching in this letter, cake note of that person: 
have noching to do with him or her, chat chey may be ashamed. Don’t think of 


them as an enemy — but just admonish chem as a brother or sister. 


Obviously one of the purposes of the letter has been τὸ deal with 
Christians who thought that the coming of the Day meant that they 
no longer had to work. The author is very opposed to anything thar 
looks like ‘indiscipline’, and uses Paul's ‘receive’ and ‘tradition’ 
vocabulary to make che poinc. It is quite characteristic of Paul to use 
himself as an example for young Christians, and, under certain circum- 
stances, to contemplate expulsion from the community of believers. 
2 Thessalonians is a good document to read when we get the 
gloomy feeling that 41} was sweetness and light in the early Church, 
and that it has been getting worse ever since. 


Closing greeting 
May the Lord of peace himself grant you peace, chrough all and in every way. The 
Lord be with all of you. 

The greeting in my handwriting: PAUL, which is the identifying mark in every 
letter — this is how I write. 


The grace of our Lord Jesus Christ be with all of you. 


The closing greeting is familiar enough, down co the reference to 
Paul's handwriting. It is curious, hawever, chat the ‘identifying mark’ 
seems to refer to a whole collection of letters by Paul, when, if 2 
Thessalonians were really his composition, it would be only the second 
of his surviving letters. It still makes interesting reading, however. 
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Opening greetings 

Paul, an apostle of Christ Jesus, by che command of God our Saviour, and Christ Jesus 
our Hope, to Timothy, crue child in the faich, grace, mercy and peace from God 
our Father and Christ Jesus our Lord. 


With these words we scart the ‘Pastoral Epistles, rwo addressed to 
Timothy and one to Titus, which come as a set, and which almost 
no modern scholar would ascribe to Paul’s hand (though Luke 
Timothy Johnson's recent commentary in the Anchor Bible series 
makes a worthy attempt at such ascription}. The first argument against 
Paul's authorship is that despite the occasional personal asides, che 
vocabulary seems different from that of Paul's undisputed letters. The 
second is that che Church organisation presupposed in these letters seems 
to reHect that of the end of the first century and the beginning of 
the second, rather than what you find in Pauls lifetime. In che 
foregoing passage, God as ‘Saviour and Christ as Hope’ are unusual 
titles. And the attentive reader will note che insertion of ‘mercy’, a 
common theme in the Pascorals, berween the more familiar Pauline 
terms prace and peace. 


Beware of false teaching 


As 1 asked you to stay on at Ephesus while I journeyed inco Macedonia, for you to 
command certain people not to teach a different doctrine and not to pay attention 
to stories and endless penealogies, which provide useless speculation rather chan 
the dispensation of God in faith. But che aim of [my] command is love, whose 
source is a pure heart and a good conscience, and a faith that involves no pretence. 
Some people have gone wide of che mark of all these chings, and have turned to 
futile talk, because they wanted to be ‘teachers of the law’, with no idea what they 
were saying, nor what they were making such confident assertions about. We know 
that the law is good, if someone makes use of ἰ in a lawful way, knowing thac the 
law is not instiruted for τῆς righteous person, but for the people who are lawless, 
rebellious, impious, sinners, unholy and godless, who kill their mother and father, 
murderers, fornicators, sodomites, kidnappers, liars and perjurers, and anything else 
that contradiccs healchy teaching, according to the glorious gospel of blessed God, 


with which 1 myself have been entrusted. 


Ic [5 virtually impossible to reconstruct the enemies that che author 
has in mind; and indeed it is hard to imagine this entire list of vices 
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contained within a single person or even school of thought; bur the 
author is warning of the kind of ching chat is likely to go on once 
you start to ‘teach a different doctrine’. 

The leaving of Timothy in Ephesus while Paul went to Macedonia 
does not ht anything that we know of from Paul's correspondence 
or from Acts; buc that need not matter; if Paul did not write this 
letter, then these details would be the author's attempr to give the 
letrer a Pauline ‘feel’, when its function is to answer the question, 
“What would Paul be saying to us today?’ One of the tendencies 
that we shall sec in the Pastorals is a desire to keep doctrine under 
control, because of the undesirable consequences of getting it wrong. 


Paul’s own experience of God’s mercy 


[ give chanks to Christ Jesus our Lord, who empowered me, because he thought me 
trustworthy enough to appoint me for ministry; 1 had earlier been a blasphemer 
and a persecutor and braggart; but ] was treated with mercy, because what I did as 
an unbeliever [was done through] ignorance; but the grace of our Lord was present 
in great abundance, with faith and love in Jesus Christ. The saying is reliable, and 
worthy of approval, that “Christ Jesus came into the world to save sinners’, of which 
I am number one. But for this reason ] was treated with mercy, that in me frst of 
all Christ Jesus might show all his forbearance, as a prototype of those wha would 
believe in him τὸ [receive] eternal life. To the king of the ages, the immontal, invisible, 
only God, [be] honour and glory for ever and ever. Amen. 


The contrast here between human sinfulness and God's mercy is 
there in the undisputed letters of Paul; but it is worth noticing the 
tendency here co rauonalise Paul's previous persecution of the Church, 
that he ‘didn't know what he was doing’. 

The expression ‘the saying is reliable’ appears five times in the 
Pastorals {1 Timothy 1:15; 3:1; 4:9; 2 Timothy 2:11; Titus 3:8), and 
not at all in the certainly genuine letters of Paul. 


A command to Timothy 


This command I entrust to you, Timothy, my child, in accordance with che former 
prophecies about you, that in them you may fight the good fight, wich faich and a 
good conscience, which some people have rejected with regard to che faith, and 
been shipwrecked. Examples of chis are Hymenaeus and Alexander, whom 1 have 
handed over to Satan, that chey may learn not to blaspheme. 


It is quite hard co know precisely what is the command thae the 
author is enjoining on Timothy, unless it refers to ali chat follows. 
When, on the other hand, it seems that we are coming to a concrete 
case, that of Hymenacus and Alexander, we have no evidence whatever 
as to what the problem was. 
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Prayers for everybody 


7. First of all, T ask chat petitions and prayers and intercessions and acts of 
thanksgiving be made on behalf of all people, on behalf of kings and all those who 
are in authority, so thac we may live a tranquil and quiet life, in all piety and holiness. 
This is good and acceptable before our Saviour God, who wants everybody to be 
saved and come to the recognition of the truth. For, 


‘there is one God 
and one mediator between God and humanigy, 
the human being Jesus Christ 
who gave himself as a ransom for all, 
a testimony at the proper time.’ 


For this I was appointed a herald and an apostle (I am speaking the truth; J am not 
lying), a teacher of the Gentiles in faith and truth. 


Some of this sounds very much like the real Paul, such as che 
reference to his mission, and the remark that ‘I am speaking the 
truth; 1 am not lying’ — see Romans 9:1; 2 Corinthians 11:31; 
Galatians 1:20). But the attentive reader will notice the reference 
once again to the ‘Saviour God’ and the understanding of salvation 
as coming τὸ the recognition of the truch’, which is nor how the 
Paul who wroce Galatians, Romans and 1 Corinthians would have 
expressed it. 


The conduct of women 


253.» So I want the men to pray in every place, lifting up holy hands without any 
anger or argument. In just the same way, [I want] women τὸ adorn themselves with 
tasteful deportment, in modesty and restraint, noc with braided hair or gold or 
pearls or expensive clothing, but in a manner that is fitting for women who lay 
claim to reverence for God, through good works. Let a wife do her learning in 
tranguillicy, in all submission. However I do not permic a wife to do any teaching, 
nor to have authority over a husband — she must be in cranquillity. For Adam was 
formed first, then Eve. And it was not Adam who was deceived; it was his wife who 
was deceived and fell inco cransgression. But she will be saved by childbearing, provided 
that they remain in faith and love and holiness, along wich self-control. The saying 
is reliable. 


Nowadays we read this passage with some embarrassment, and want 
to reassert the basic Christian (and Pauline) insight chat all people, 
including both men and women, are equal before God; but here 
women are told how they may dress, and what their role is in the 
Christian Church, namely to be quiet, and not to have authority. 
This claim, which will not be congenial to many readers today, is 
then supported by an argument from Scripture, slightly reminiscent 
of Paul's argument in | Corinthians 11, but nor really attentive τὸ 
the actual text of Genesis. It is important τὸ see this passage in context. 
Our author is of a conservative cast of mind, writing at a time when, 
all over che Mediterranean world, women were adopting a higher 
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profile, and at this stage of the Church's development he does nat 
wish to give the enemies of Christianity grounds for criticism. It 
does not mean that today Christian women must be ‘silent and 
submissive’. 


The qualities of an ‘overseer’: don't rock the boat 


If anyone aspires to the office of ‘overseer’, it is a good job that he desires. So the 
‘overseer’ must be itreproachable, the husband of [only] one woman, temperate. 
self-controlled, respectable, hospitable, a good teacher, not addicted to wine nor a 
bully. No - he should be gentle, peaceable, not obsessed with money, well able τὸ 
take care of his own household, keeping his children in good order, with complete 
dignity (if he has no idea how to conduct his own household, how is he going to 
take care of the Church of God?), He should not be a recent convert, so char he 
doesn't get conceited, and fall under the devil’s condemnation. He must also have a 
good reputation among non-Christians, so that he doesn’ fall into disgrace, which 
is a devil's snare. 


The Greek word for ‘overseer’ turned eventually into the English 
word ‘bishop, bur at chis stage it is not at all clear what the function 
was, 50 it is better in cranslation to use a word that reflects che basic 
meaning. We notice chat the overseer is to be a family man, and to 
have no publicly obvious moral flaws. Those who argue against 
Paul's authorship of chis letter poine out that che two conditions at 
the end, about the overseer not being a recent convert, and having a 
good reputation among non-Chnistians, would, so the argument 
goes, be unimaginable in Paul's day; almost everyone would have 
been a ‘neophyte’ (mew convert), so this could not have been a 
disqualification for Church leadership in Corinth. Similarly, Paul 
expected the Church to be persecuted by outsiders, so he would 
never have made public esteem from non-Christians a qualification 
for holding office within the Church. The auchor is writing in an 
age where Christianicy needed acceptance from outsiders. 


The qualities of a ‘servant’ 

‘Servants’ likewise should be honourable, not insincere, nor addicted to lots of 
wine, nor greedy for dishonest gain; they should hold che mystery of faith with a 
clean conscience. And these people should be tested first; then let them serve, if 
they are irreproachable. 

Their wives should likewise be honourable, not slanderers, but temperate, faithful 
in every respect. ‘Servants’ should be husbands of only one wife, well able to take 
care of their children, and of their own households. For those who perform cheir 
service becomingly win a good standing for themselves, and much assurance in the 
(life of) faich in Christ Jesus. 

The word translated as ‘servants’ is chat which eventually cummed into 
the English word ‘deacon’. Ic is noticeable that ‘servancs’ or ‘deacons 
require very much the same qualities as ‘overseers’ or ‘bishops’ in the 
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preceding verses; presumably the author and his readers know the 
difference. 

A sencence in the middle might either refer τὸ wamen deacons or 
to the wives of such ‘servants’ — it is impossible to be sure. 


Christ in the Church ᾿ 
| am writing chis, hopeful of coming to you soon. Bur if | delay, | want you τὸ 
know how one must behave in che house of God, which is the Church of the Living 
God, the pillar and foundation of the truch. And, undeniably, che mystery of godliness 


15 a great one, who 


‘appeared in the flesh, 
was justified in the Spirte, 
appeared co angels, 
was proclaimed among the Gentiles, 
was believed in the world, 
was taken up in glory. 


This rather odd passage starts with a colourable account of how the 
letter might fit into the life of Paul, but continues the emphasis on 
behaviour in the Church (which at this stage, of course, is ἃ com- 
municy not a building), and relates it to the presence of Christ, the 
‘mystery of godliness’. What the author says here lacks the warmch 
with which Paul ordinarily speaks of his beloved Jesus. 


Warning against opponents 


The Spirit expliciely says that at the last times some people will fall away from che 
faith, paying attention τὸ deceptive spirits and che teachings of demons, with the 
hypocrisy of liars, branded in thetr own consciences, discouraging marriage, [telling 
people] to abstain from foods which God had created for the faithful and those 
who know che truch co accept gratefully. Because everything created by God is 
good; it is not to be rejected but to be accepted gratefully. For it is made holy by 
God's word and by prayer. 


If we can filter οὐκ the propaganda here, the author is warning 
against those who are over-keen on asceticism, especially those who 
advocate celibacy and selective approaches to food (such as vege- 
tarianism, for example). “We are not fanatics’ would appear to be his 
slogan for dealing with the outside world. 


Timothy’s task 


If you make this known to the brothers and sisters, you will be a good servant of 
Christ Jesus, nourished by the words of the faith and of the correct teaching which 
you have followed; buc reject the profane stories of old women. Train yourself for 
godliness; for physical training is of little use, whereas godliness is useful for 
everything, since it holds che promise of life now and life to come. The saying is 
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reliable and worthy to be accepted by all. For chat is the point of our labour and 
struggle, that our hope is in τῆς Living God, who is Saviour of all people, especially 
of chose who do believe. 


Thus cells Timothy, in the most general terms, what he is τὸ do. 
Timothy is described here as a ‘servant’ or ‘deacon’, which may suggest 
that the word has ποῖ yet taken on a precise hierarchical sense. The 
reader will notice chat the final sentence is grist to the mill of those 
who cannot believe in a God who condemns all unbelievers, simply 
because of being unbelievers; for chis author, God is the Saviour of 


all people. 
We notice a third example of the capression, the ‘saying is reliable’. 


Timothy the teacher 


Insist on these things, and teach them. Let no one show contempt for your 
youthfulness; instead, become a model for believers, in word, in behaviour, in love, 
in faith, in all propriety. While [ am coming, pay attencion τὸ reading, and exhoracon, 
and teaching. Never neglect the gift of grace which was given you through prophecy, 
along with the laying-on of hands of the council of elders. Put these things into 
practice; be [immersed] in them, that your progress may be evident to all. Be 
attentive to yourself and to your teaching; remain steadfast in them. For if you do 
thts, you will save both yourself and those who hear you. 


This is how the Christian teacher is to operate; if the letter is not by 
Paul, the instruction has been given a veil of personal detail to cover 
the hction. Regardless of whether or not Paul wrote it, however, i 
could sall be an instruction to teachers today. 


Domestic relations in the Church 


Don't strike an older man; instead, cncourage him as your father. Treat younger 
men like your brothers, alder women like your mother, younger women as your 
sisters — in all purity. 

Widows: honour those who are genuinely widows; but if a widow has children or 
grandchildren, let chem first learn to act piously towards their own houschold, and 
to make a rerurn ro their forebears. For this is pleasing to God. The genuine 
widow, however, who has been left on her own, has placed her hope in God, and 
sticks at her intercessions and prayers night and day -- but the one who lives a life 
of self-indulgence is already dead. Give chem chis command, chat they should be 
irreproachable; bue if someone does not cake care of ther own people, and 
parucularly of their own family, chiey have denied the faith and are worse chan an 
unbeliever. 

A person should not be registered as a widow under the age of sixty, and [only] 
mamied once; she should have a repuration for good warks; it is condidonal upon 
her having brought up children, having given hospitality to strangers, having 
washed the feet of the saints, having come τὸ the aid of those in gdouble, and 
devoted herself τὸ every good work. Don't accept younger widows; for whenever 
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sensuality curns them againse Christ, they wanc to get married, and they come 
under condemnation because of abandoning their first commitment. At the same 
time they are lazy, and they go round [people's] houses; and it’s mot just that they 
are lazy — but they are also gossips and busybodies, and they talk about chings thar 
they should not. 

So I want younger women to get married, to have children, to manage their 
household, to give the adversary no pretext for abuse. For already some have 
turned aside to follow Saran. IF some woman believer has widows [in her family] 
she should look after chem, and not let the Church be burdened, so that the 
Church may look after che rea] widows. 

Elders who show themselves good Jeaders are to be accounted worthy of double 
salary, especially those who work at preaching and teaching. For Scripture says, 
‘You shall not muzzle the threshing ox’ and “The worker is worthy of his hire’. 
Don't accept an accusation against an elder, unless ic is ‘on the word of cwo or three 
witnesses. Reprimand those who sin publicly, so that the others may show wariness. 
I solemnly charge you, by God and Christ Jesus and the chosen angels, that you 
observe these chings without prejudice, doing nothing in a spirit of partiality. Don’t 
be in a hurry to lay hands on [or: ‘ordain’) anyone, and don’t take part in other 
people's sins. Keep yourself pure. 


The regulations dealing with how various sectors in the Church 
should treat each other, and the criteria for being enrolled as a 
widow, are now almost beyond our reach. For example, Timothy 
has to be warned not co hit an older man (but presumably could 
strike a younger man!), and ‘noc to be in a hurry to lay hands on 
anyone’ (buc presumably might if he does ic after a pause for 
reflection), whereas we live in an age that is less at ease with corporal 
punishment. The author's animadversions on ‘merry widows, and 
his sense that they should ‘marry, have children, and run the house- 
hold’ do not today find a ready reception, even though they could 
be read as stressing the importance of the womans role in Church 
and society. 

The word for ‘elder’ has cucned into the English word ‘priest’; and 
the instruction about not accepting accusations against them, except 
where there are cwo or three witnesses, has posed problems in our 
day. 

All that having been said, a society where everyone knows their 
part and plays it, not out of compulsion, buc enthusiastically, because 
that is what they want to do, can be a happier place than many chat 
we see today. 


Some instructions, with no particular theme 


57>6% Stop drinking water, bute make use of a little wine, for your stomach’s sake, and 
your frequent attacks of weakness. 
Some people's sins are known to all, going ahead of them to judgement; while 
others they follow. In just the same way, good deeds are known τὸ all, and those 
that are otherwise cannot be indefinitely suppressed. 
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Those who are slaves under the yoke, let them regard their own masters as worthy 
of all honour, so chat God's name and teaching should not be blasphemed. Bur 
those who have masters who are believers should nor despise them because they are 
fellow Christians; but chey should be all die more enslaved to them because they 
are believers and beloved, chose who devote themselves to good service. 


The material seems less well organised ac chis point, a pseudo- 
medical injunction, which probably does mor contradice the 
criterion for ‘overseers’ chat we saw in 3:3 -- chac had τὸ do with 
addiction to wine! Then comes a general comment about people's 
deeds becoming known (whether it refers to elders or to the 
congregation as a whole is not clear). Finally, chere are instructions 
to slaves who are, frankly, told not to get above themselves if they 
belong to a Chnistian master. Again, we no longer belong in a world 
where the institution of slavery can go unquestioned, and we struggle 
to think our way into such a world. Our author is undoubtedly 
somewhat conservative in his social araeudes — but he is also well aware 
of the need to make Christianity acceptable to his contemporaries. 


A collection of teachings 


Teach and exhort these things. If someone teaches a different doctrine, and if they 
do not agree with che health-giving words of our Lord Jesus Christ, and the 
teaching chat goes along with godliness, chey are conceited, knowing nothing. 
They have a sick craving for controversies and verbal squabbles, from which come 
envy, strife, blasphemies, wicked suspicions, and the mutual friction of people 
whose morals are cornipted and deprived of the rruth, because chey suppose chat 
godliness is a way to make moncy. 

Now [ic is true] that godliness, with self-sufficiency, is enormously profitable, for 


‘we brought nothing into the world, 
because neither can we take anything out of it. 
If we have food and covering, 
we shall be satished with chese.’ 


But those who wish τὸ be wealchy fal] into the tempting trap of many senseless and 
harmful desires, which plunge people into death and destruction. For the root of 
all evils is the Jove of money. Some people have lusted for money and wandered 
away from the truch, and have been shot through with many pains. 


But you, O man of God, flec from these things. 
Look for righteousness, godliness, faith, 
love, fortinade, gencleness. 
Play the great game of faith; 
take hold of the everlasting life to which you have been called, 
and make the great acknowledgement before many witnesses. 


I charge you, before the God who gives life τὸ all things, and before Christ Jesus, 
who bore cesumony under Pontius Pilate to the great acknowledgement, to keep 
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the commandment spotless and without reproach until the appearance of our Lord 


Jesus Christ, which 


he will show at his own proper ume [ — he who 1s] 
the blessed and sole Sovereign 
the King of all who reign as kings 
the Lard of all who rule as lords, 
the One who alone has immortality, 
dwelling in unapproachable light, 
which no human has seen or is able to see, 
to whom be honour and eternal power. Amen. 


Impress upon the wealthy in the present age not τὸ think haughty thoughts, nor to 
set their hopes on the uncertainty of riches. Instead, [they should have their hopes 
set on} God, who provides us wich everything richly for our enjoyment; they 
should be doing good, rich in good deeds, generous, ready to share, laying up for 
themselves a good foundation for the fucure, that they may take hold of what is 
really life. 


One major problem that che author sees is chat of wealth, and in 
this respect, 1 Timothy may have much to say to a consumerist and 
materialist society that appears to have lost its way. 

The ‘great acknowledgement mentioned above is something that 
Timothy has to do, both as Church leader and as Christian; it is also 
something that Jesus has already done. Whar precisely the author 
has in mind is not absolutely clear, but it is at least ‘standing up τὸ 
be counted’ and telling the truth, no matcer how risky. 

Are we called to make this ‘acknowledgement’ or ‘confession’? 


Concluding greetings 


© Timothy, keep what has been entrusted; turn aside from profane and empry talk 
and the contradictions of what is falsely called knowledge, which some people have 
professed, and have gone wide of the mark of faith. 

Grace be with you. 


This is not quite the conclusion that we should expect from what 
we know of other Pauline letters; there are, for example, no 
greetings to or from anyone but Timothy. On the other hand, chis 
lecter is only written to Timothy. If we knew more about the situation 
thar the author has in mind, we should be able to comment more 
exactly on what he is really saying. 


The Second Letter to Timothy 


[Introduction 


This differs in many ways from 1 Timothy, though some of the issues remain the 
same. !t is much more personal, and far more names are mentioned. It can also be 
described as Paul's ‘last will and testament’, and for some scholars this is the mest 
likely of che three ‘Pastoral Letters actually to have come from Paul's hand. Ie has 
far more echoes of other Pauline leccers chan we find in 1 Timothy or Titus. 
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Paul, an aposde of Christ Jesus chrough che will of God, with a view τὸ the promise 
of life which ts in Christ Jesus, to [my] beloved child Timothy, grace, mercy and 
peace from God the Father and Christ Jesus our Lord. 


As in the opening of 1 Timothy, the auchor has inserted ‘mercy’ 
between the standard Pauline pair of ‘grace’ and ‘peace’. Otherwise 
this is a Characteristic Pauline introduction. 


Thanksgiving and overture 


I give thanks to God, whom I worship, following my ancestors, with a clear 
conscience, when | make unceasing remembrance of you in my prayers, night and 
day, [because] 1 long ro see you, in order to be filled with joy when I receive a 
reminder of your unftigned faith, which dwelt first in your grandmother Lois and 
your mother Eunice, and (I am persuaded) also in you. For this reason | am remunding 
you to rekindle God's gift of grace, which is in you chrough the laying-on of my 
hands. For God did not give us a spint of cowardice, but a spirit of power and love 
and of self-discipline. Don't, therefore, be ashamed of witnessing τὸ our Lord, nor 
af me, his prisoner. Instead, join [with me/us] in suffering for che gospel, under the 
power of God, 


who saved us 
and called us with a holy calling 
not because of our works 
but because of his own purpose and grace 
which was given us in Chiist Jesus 
before the eternal ages and has now appeared 
through che appearance of our Saviour Christ Jesus, 
who has destroyed death 
and brought life and immortality to light through the gospel 

for which [ was appointed herald, apostle and teacher. That is also the reason that | 
am suffering these things. Bur ['m not embarrassed, because [ know in whom I have 
put my crust; and | am persuaded chac he has che power to preserve my deposit for 
that day. You have a model of healthy words which you heard from me in the faich 
and the love [that is} in Christ Jesus. Keep the noble crust chrough the Holy Spint 
who dwells in us. 


The thanksgiving is always a part of a Pauline letter, but (in keeping 
with the rest of chis letter) chis one is very personal, wich ics reference 
to Lois and Eunice. If Paul is writing shortly before his execution in 
the mid-60s AD, then chat is just about enough time for Timothy to 
be a chind-generauon Christian. As in 1 Timothy, chere is a relative 
clause introducing a reference to the ‘Saviour’, and to Paul's ‘appoint- 
ment’ (as ‘herald, apostle and teacher’; see 1 Timothy 1:1; 2:7). 


Personal detaile: traitors and beipers 


You lanow char all chose in Asta gamed cheir backs on me, among whom were Phygeios 
and Hermogenes: may the Lord grant mercy τὸ the house of Onesiphorus, because 
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he frequently refreshed me, and was not embarrassed by my imprisonment; but 
when he got to Rome he promptly sought me out and found me. May the Lard 
grant him to nd mercy from the Lord on chac day; and you know better [than | 
do] what great services he rendered in Ephesus. 


We know nothing about any of these names; bur they have a ring 
about them, and it is hard to see why 2 forger would have included 
them. 


Advice to a young minister 


But you, my child, be empowered by the grace chat ts in Christ Jesus, and the 
things chat you have heard from me before many witnesses, entrust chem co 
reliable people, who will be competent τὸ teach others. Take your share of suftering 
hardship, like a good soldier of Christ Jesus. No ane who ts on active service pets 
entangled in civilian pursuits, in order co satisfy the one who recruited him. Bur if 
someone competes in a race, they don’t get the gold medal unless they have 
competed in accordance with the rules. The labouring farmer should be the first co 
have a share in the crop. Think what I am saying; for the Lord will give you insight 
in every respect. 


Timothy might, after all, be very young indeed, perhaps a teenager, 
who is hnding his vocation difficult, and not easily able to grasp 
Paul’s teaching. Here Paul offers three metaphors, from soldiering, 
sports and farming, each wich a slighdy different point: Timothy should 
focus on what he is doing, operate according to the rules, and then 
expect to get his reward. 


The message: Christ is all 


Remember Jesus Christ who was raised from the dead, of the seed of David, 
according to my gospel because of which I am suffering evil, even imprisonment 
like a criminal — bute God’s word can't be locked up. Therefore I endure everything 
on account of the elect, that they too may gain salvation that is in Christ Jesus, 
along with eternal glory. The saying is sure: 


For if we have died wich him, we shall also live with him. 
If we endure, we shall also reign with him. 
If we disown [him], he will also disown us. 
If we are faithless, he remains faithful. 
For he cannot disown himself. 


This is a kind of summary of the auchor’s message. Timothy must 
concentrate on Christ and, as always with Paul, above all on Christ's 
death and Resurrection, and the need for Christians to belong to 
chat mystery and not to try co evade its uncomfortable consequences. 
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Ee 


Coping with false teachers 


Remember these things as you adjure [people] before God not τὸ go in for verbal 
quibbles, which serve no useful purpose, {bur only] to destroy those who hear 
them. Be eager to present yourself to God as tried and tested, a worker with 
nothing to be ashamed of, who cuts a straight path for the word of truth. Bur avoid 
godless and empry charterings, for they will make ever-greater advances in impicry. 
and their word will devour like cancer [or: cat its way hke gangrene]. Among these 
are Hymenaeus and Philerus, who have gone astray with regard to the truth, 
claiming that the Resurrection has already taken place: and they are overturning 
some people's faith. But God's solid foundation stands firm, and it has this seal, 
‘The Lord knows those who are his’ and “Let them keep away from wickedness, all 
those who name the Lord’s name. In a great house, chere are not only gold and 
silver vessels; there are also vessels of wood and of earthenware; and some are for 
honourable use, others for dishonourable use. So if people cleanse themselves from 
these chings, they will be a vessel for honourable use, sanctified, useful τὸ τῆς 
master, prepared for every {kind of] good work. 

Avoid youthful desires; make a thing of righteousness, faith, love, peace, along 
with thase who call upon the Lord out of a pure heart, Discourage stupid and 
uneducated speculations; be aware chat they breed quarrels. But the Lord’s slaves 
must not quarrel; chey should be gentle to all, good ac teaching, forbearing, gently 
correcting opponents. It might perhaps be the case that God will give them a 
change of heart, leading to knowledge of the truth, and they may come to their 
senses and escape the devil's trap, those who have been held captive by him to 
perform his will. 


More than anything else, the author is concerned to discourage false 
teaching; he is painfully aware of the damage it can do, and uses an 
alarming medical metaphor for it; cancer (or perhaps ‘gangrene ). 
He uses three other metaphors here, chat of a forester. who ‘cuts a 
straight pach’, that of earthenware vessels, also used in 2 Corinthians 
4:7 (and see also Romans 9:21}, and (an old Pauline favourite), chat 
of a building or ‘great house’ for the Church (see especially 1 Connthians 
3:9-17). All three images point to the function of a Church leader 
to ensure that orthodory is preserved. 

The challenge for our day may be to accept this challenge, while 
avoiding the dead hand and repellent tedium that the word ‘orthodory’ 
can sometimes project. 

For a positive understanding of orthodory, however, the reader is 
recommended to read G. K. Chesterton's book of that tide, which 
has sill much to say to us today. 


Problems at the end-ame 


Know this, chat in the last days difficult times will be threatening. For people will 
appear who are lovers of self and lovers of money, braggarts and arrogant blasphemers 
who disobey char parents, ungrareful and unholy, unloving and implacable, slanderers 
and dissolute, untamed, unloving-of-the-good, traitors and reckless, conceited and 
loving pleasure rather than God, people who have the appearance of piety, but 
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have refused its reality. These too you should avoid. For from them come those who 
worm their way into households and captivate silly women who are overwhelmed 
by their sins, who are led by desires of various kinds, who are always accending 
lessons, but never able to come to a knowledge of the truth. Just as Jannes and 
Jambres defied Moses, so these men defy the truth; they are people depraved in 
mind and unqualified with regard τὸ the faith. Bur they will nor advance any further; 


for their mindlessness will be evident to all, just like that of [Jannes and Jambres]. 


Ir is hard to be sure of the precise problems thar the author has in 
mind here, bur chey have three aspects: moral failings, resistance to 
orthodoxy, and an attraction to che women members of the Church, 
perhaps especially those who want to study their faich in greater 
depth. Our auchor would not be the first man, nor the last, τὸ deprecate 
the study of theology by women; bur his problems and ours are not 
necessarily idencical, and for us today what is of interest is the 
general principle rather than its particular applications. 


On surviving the difficulties as Paul did 


You, however, have carefully followed my teaching, my way of life, the tendency of 
my thought, my faith, patience, love, endurance, and the persecutions and 
sufferings thar came my way in Antioch, Iconitum and Lystra. I endured these 
persecutions, and from them the Lord delivered me. Al] those who want to live a 
godly life in Christ Jesus will be persecuted. Wicked people and charlatans will go 
from bad τὸ worse, deluding and deluded. You must stick with what you have 
learnt and been convinced of, knowing the people from whom you learnt it. 
Because since you were a child you have known the sacred scriprures, which have 
the ability to make you wise on the way τὸ salvation through faich in Christ Jesus. 
AJ] Scripture is breached-by-God, and useful for teaching, for refucation, for 
improvement, for training, chat the man of God may be profcient, prepared for 


every good work. 


If it were Paul who is writing, facing the fact of his imminent death, 
then it would hardly be surprising if he gave Timothy a tip or two 
about coping wich che difficulties chat lie ahead. Nor would it astonish 
us if he were τὸ point to his own example as something τὸ follow 
(compare 1 Corinthians 4:16; 11:1; Philippians 3:17; 1 Thessalonians 
1:6). 

The author's emphasis on τῆς importance of Scripture is also 
quite characteristic of Paul, of course; and it would be quite normal 
for him to offer the Old Testament to Timothy as a way out of any 
difficulties. 

The phrase ‘every good work’ can sound a bie jarring to those who 
think that Paul has no place for ‘works’ in his map of salvation, but 
see 2 Corinthians 9:8, and, in the Pastorals, see 1 Timothy 6:18; 
2 Timothy 2:21; Titus 1:16; 3:1. Though everything is God's gift, 
Paul is well aware that we have to respond, by ‘presenting our bodies 
to God as instruments of righteousness’ or (in a frequent metaphor), 
‘running the race’ (see Philippians 3:12-14; 1 Corinthians 9:24-27). 
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Urgent instructions to Timothy from the dying Paul 


I adjure you, before God and before Christ Jesus, who is going to come to judge 
the living and the dead, and by his manifestation and by his kingdom: proclaim 
the word; be ready, whether it is convenient of inconvenient; admonish, rebuke, 
console, in all patience and teaching. For a time will come when they will 
not put up with healthy teaching; instead, they will pile up teachers for themselves, 
titillating their ears, and rurning their ears away from the truth, while directing 
them towards fables. But you must stay sober in every respect, bear hardship patiendy, 
do the job of an evangelist, fulfil your service. 

As for me, I arn being offered up, and τῆς time for my death has come. I have 
played the grear game; I have completed the race; I have kept the faith. For the 
fucure, the gold medal of righteousness is reserved for me, which the Lord, the 
Righteous Judgc, will award me on chat day; and not just me, but all those who 
have loved his appearing. 


This is a stirring passage: ic has an urgency about it, and an eye for 
what really matters. The author knows that death ts almost upon 
him, and the tone of these lines makes a literary fiction hard to 
imagine; he wants his addressee to be clear abour the cask that lies 
before hin, as Timothy picks up the baton chat Paul is passing to him. 

Nor for the first time, he uses a metaphor frum athletics, to 
indicate chat he is almost there, and to affirm his confidence in God 
and in Chrise (who is clearly the ‘Lord’ who is mentioned in the 
final lines). The word for ‘death’ derives from a nautical metaphor, 
and it refers to the activicy of uncying the ropes and casting off. 

The notion of ‘healthy’ teaching is a frequent one in the Pastorals: 
see 1 Timothy 1:10; 6:3; 2 Timothy 1:13; Tirus 1:9; 2:1. 2. 


The author's personal situation 
Make an effort to come quickly to me. For Demas has abandoned me; he loved the 


present world and went off to Thessalonica, Crescens to Galatia, Titus to Dalmatia. 
Luke is che only one with me. Pick up Mark and bring him wich you, for he is 
useful to me for the ministry. Tychicus | have sent τὸ Ephesus. When you come, 
bring the cloak which I left in Troas, at Carpus’s house, and the scrolls, especially 
the parchments. Alexander the coppersmith did me great harm. The Lord will 
repay him according to his deeds. Wacch out for him -- for he ws urterly oppased τὸ 
our teaching. 


There are several names here; none of them can be identified with 
any certaincy. Though some of the names appear in other Pauline 
letters and in Acts, we do not know if they refer to the same people. 
So we cannot say whether the “Luke and ‘Mark’ mentioned here 
have anything to do with the Gospels chat bear those names. The 
reader gains a sense of a Church on the move, which certainly squares 
with bech Acts and the indisputably genuine Paulines. 


The apostle is never utterly abandoned 


In my first defence, no one was at my side; they αὐΐ abandoned me. May it not be 
put down τὸ cheir account. But the Lord stood by me and empowered me, thar the 
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preaching might be fulhlled through me, and thar all the Gentiles might hear; and 
| was delivered from the lion’s mouth. The Lord will deliver me from every evil 
deed, and will save me for his heavenly kingdom. To him be the glory for ever and 


ever. Amen. 


We cannot say what this ‘first defence’ might have been; bur the 
author's faith comes powerfully through the text. There is nothing 
that can finally dismay him — or us, 


Final salutations 


Greet Prisca and Aquila, and the house of Onesiphorus. Erastus stayed in Corinth, 
and | left Trophimus at Miletus — he was sick. Make an effort to come before 
winter. Greetings to you from Euboulos and Pudens and Linus and Claudia, and 
all the brothers and sisters. 

The Lord be with your spirit. Grace be with you. 


We know some of these names, notably Prisca and Aquila, and 
Erastus, but not others (except chat Onesiphorus appears at 1:16). 
There is a profound longing for Timothy to come soon; on the 
whole, winter was noc propitious for travelling around the Mediter- 
ranean basin: storms at sea and snow on the mountains made 
marine and land journeys equally problematic. 
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Introduction 


Like 1 and 2 Timothy, Titus is regarded by most scholars as not being by Paul 
(although see Luke Timothy Johnson's commentary in che Anchor Bible series for a 
vigorous presentation of the case for Pauline auchorship). 
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Opening grectings 

Paul, a slave of God, and an apostle of Jesus Christ, according τὸ the faith of God's 
elect, and according to the knowledge of the wuth in accordance with godliness, in 
the hope of eternal life, which God, who is free of all deceit, promised before the 
eternal ages, and has revealed his word in his own proper time by the preaching 
with which 1 was entrusted by the command of our Saviour God, to Titus, true 
child according to the common faith, grace and peace from God the Father and 
(πες Jesus our Saviour. 


This is a single sentence, longer and more complex than the opening 
grectings in the other Pastoral Letters. The word ‘Saviour’ is used twice 
in this passage, once of God and the second ame of Christ Jesus. 
‘Faith’ is a marter of convent rather chan commionent. It also anphasises 
Paul's own commission, incroduced, as elsewhere in the cwo letters 
co Timothy, by a relacive clause. 


The job of an ‘overseer’, in Crete and elsewhere 


This was the reason that I left you in Crete, for you co put right whar remains, and 
set up elders in individual cides, as | myself commanded you, provided someone is 
irreproachable, che husband of only one wife, who has children who are of the faith, 
are not accused of debauchery, or rebellious. For the ‘overseer’ must be irreproach- 
able as God's steward, noc self-willed, noc quick-tempered, nor addicted to wine, 
not a bully, nor fond of dishonest gain, but hospitable, loving all chat is good, 
temperate, righteous, holy, self-concrolied, holding fast to the teaching of the trust- 
worthy message, that he may be able also to comfort with sound teaching and 
refute opponents. 


We nouce here chat ‘overseer’ and ‘elder’ are used as equivalent; and 
the office described here demands more or less the same qualitics as 
the officials mendoned in 1 Timothy 3. Modern Church leaders 
may be alarmed at the requirement that their children should be 
believers, and not profligate or rebellious. 


The opponene: in Crete 


For there are many who are rebellious, who go in for meaningless discussions, and 
creace illusions -- especially those of the Circumasion Party. These people must be 
silenced -- they cum enare households upside dawn by teaching what they should 
not, in ordet to make a base profit. One of chem, one of chew very awn prophets, 
said, 

‘Cretans are always liars, vicious brutes, idle glutrons. 


The tesuimony is true. For that reason, reprimand them severely, that chey may be 
healthy in the faich, not paying any attention co Jewish fables and the commands 
of human beings who repudiare che truth. Everything is clean for those who are 
dean; bur for those who are uneed and unbelicvers, noching is dean -- cher under- 

ing and their conmsaences are canted. They dim to know God, but deny it 
by whar they do: they are detestable and intractable, and incapable of any good work. 
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Here it looks as chough the opponents that the auchor has in mind 
are Jewish Christians, wanting to observe the dietary laws of the 
Old Testament. Apart from the references to Cretans, these animad- 
versions could apply τὸ anyone who Paul thought was going back 
on the freedom of the gospel. Ic is worth noticing, perhaps, that 
there is not a single church built in the name of Sr Paul in the whole 
island of Crete. 


Houschold code 
201 As for you, say the things chat are appropriate for healthy teaching. 


Tell che older men to be sober, dignified, healthy in faith, love and perseverance. 


Tell che edder women, likewise, τὸ be sober in their behaviour, not slanderers, nor 
addicted to lots of wine; they are to teach what is noble and good, 


so thar chey may encourage the young women to love their husbands; they should 
love their children, be temperate, pure, good household managers, and submissive 
to their own husbands -- so that people don’t blaspheme God's word. 


Encourage the young men likewise to be temperate in every respect; offer yourself 
as a model of good works, and integncy in doctrine, reverence, and a sound preaching 
that is beyond reproach, so that che opponent may be pur to shame, having 
nothing dreadful τὸ say of us. 


Tell τίνες to be submissive to their own masters in every respect, to be obliging 
rather than argumentative, not misappropriating [property], but showing all good 
faith, so chat they make the ceaching of our Saviour God attractive in every way. 


As in other New Testament documents, we have here a household 
code, perhaps rather starker chan the one in Ephesians, which was 
subversively suffused with love. This one, perhaps reflecting a situation 
wherein it seemed important to underplay the radical challenge of 
Christianity, seems much more inclined τὸ go along with the status 
quo; slaves, for example, are told to submir to cheir ‘masters’; the 
word ‘Lord’, which tends in other household codes to undermine 
the master-slave relationship, is, perhaps significantly, not used here. 
The passage abour the ‘young women’ (if that is to whom it refers; 
grammatically, it could be a reversion to the older women) may give 
the clue, ‘so chat people don't blaspheme God's word’. Throughout 
its history, Christianity has had to walk uneasily berween fidelicy to 
its encirely radical message and making itself attractive to a majority 
char is at ease with something a little more comfortable. 

Like Paul, Titus is to be fairly up-front about offering himself as 
an example. (The syntax of the relevant sentence is puzzling, but the 
meaning is clear.) 


A people for Christ 


1-45 


For the saving grace of God has appeared τὸ all people, correcting us, so that with 


moderation we may renounce ungodliness and worldly desires, and live soberly, 
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juscly and reverently in the present age, waiting for the blessed hope [which is} the 
appearance of the glory of our great God and Saviour Jesus Christ, who gave 
himself for us, in order to ransom us from [che slavery of] ali iniquiry, and purify 
for himself a chosen people, fanatical about good works. Say chese chings, urge them, 
and make the reprimands with all authoricy. 

Let πὸ one despise you. 


There is a coherence berween doctrine and ethics; if the Church is 
to be a place where Christ can appear, then Church leaders need to 
have a hand on the rudder, to make sure chat che appropriate patterns 
of behaviour are operative, and that chere are no signs of ‘un- 
godliness’ and ‘worldly behaviour’, and every indication of being a 
‘chosen people, keen on good works’. But notice char rhis is not a 
reversion to ‘justification by works; it is simply a response τὸ the 
fact chat ‘Jesus pave himself for us in order to ransom us’. 

The phrase ‘the glory of our great God and Saviour Jesus Christ 
is a slightly more natural reading than the alternative, which would 
translate ‘the glory of the great God and of our Saviour Jesus Christ’. 
But to call Jesus ‘God’ is not an impossibly enormous step forward 
from Paul’s own Christology. 


Relations with authority 


Remind them to be submissive to rulers and authonties, to be obedient, ready for 
every good work, to slander nobody, to be peaceable, considerate, showing gentle- 
ness to all human beings. 


Once again, we see the author's concern for the infane Church (in 
Crete} not to wear so radical a hat thac it alienactes the authorines or 
public opinion. There are some situations in which ir is a Chnsnian’s 
duty to challenge fearlessly. In other circumstances it may be more 
appropniate to keep one's head down. 


Why treat outsiders decently? 


For we also were once foolish, disobedient, deluded, enslaved to different kinds of 
desires and passions, spending our lives in malice and spite, hateful and loathing 
one another, 


‘but when the kindness and love of humankind of our Saviour God made its 
appearance, 
not in consequence of works of righteousness which we have done, 
but in accordance with his mercy, 
he saved us through the washing of rebirth 
and the renewal of che Holy Spirit 
which he poured richly upon us, 
through Jesus Christ our Saviour, 
so that having been made righteous by his grace, 
we might become heirs in accordance with [our] hope of eternal life. 
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The saying is reliable; and wich regard to this, 1 want to insise with you, that chose 
who have come to faith in God should take care to be outstanding in good works; 
for these are good and beneficial τὸ human beings. But avoid foolish speculations 
and genealogies and controversies and wrangles about the law, For they are useless 
and lead nowhere. Drive out a person who Is causing divisions, after a first and a 
second warning: know that such a person is perverted, and sins because he is self- 
condemned. ΄ 


This passage, couched in entirely Pauline terms, explains the previous 
one, on having good relations with the authorities and other non- 
Christians. The argument ts that Christians have no cause to look 
down on their non-Christian neighbours, because they were in the 
same boat uncil God intervened in Christ, through no merit of 
theirs. This pucs che onus on Christians to seek τὸ benefit humanity, 
and to avoid the foolish factionalism to which we sometimes give 
ourselves. 

The word translated as ‘kindness’ would, it may be useful to 
recall, have sounded in Greek something like “Christ-ness’. 


Final instructions 


When 1 send Artemas or Tychicus τὸ you, make an effort τὸ come to me at 
Nicopolis; for it is chere that [ have decided to spend the winter. Send Zenas the 
lawyer and Apollos on cheir way wich alacricy, so that nothing may be lacking to 
them. And let our people also learn co be outstanding in good works, to relieve 
essential needs, that they may not be unproductive. 

All chose who are with me greet you. Greet those who love us in faith. Grace be 
with you all. 


The letter ends, as Pauline letters so often do, with various personal 
preecings and inscructions; ovo of che four names here are unknown 
to us, nor do we know which Nicopolis this might be (it is the only 
time when che place is mentioned in τῆς entire New Testament). 
Once again the Christians are exhorted to good works, apparently 
in favour of non-Christians. 
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Introduction 


This is a charming postcard’ of a lecter; there is no doubt about it having been 
written by Paul, rhough che reader will need τὸ decide what ts Onesimus's situation: 
Is he (as most people have assumed) a runaway slave? Or is he in some ways at odds 
with his master? Or did Philemon send Onesimus to look after Paul in prison, as 
some scholars have suggested recently? Or, as some argue, is the letter really addressed 
to Archippus? {See Colossians 4:9, 17 in support of this cheory.} 

Depending on your decision abour that, you may want to consider the claim of 
some scholars thac Pau] here writes in a bullying, manipulative way, leaving Philemon 
no choice abouc his response. 

Why do you think Paul does not here launch an attack on the institution of 
slavery? 
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Opening grectings (to a community, not an individual) 


Paul, a prisoner of Christ Jesus, and Timothy our fellow Christian, to our beloved 
Philemon, our co-worker, and to Apphia our sister and Archippus our fellaw 
campaigner, and to the church in your house, grace to you all and peace, from God 
our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ. 


Clearly we should be mistaken in supposing that this is just a private 
leceer; it has wo auchors, and is addressed to Philemon, Apphia 
(Mrs Philemon?}, Archippus, and an entire church; and the ‘you’ to 
whom the greetings are addressed is unmistakably plural, but the 
‘your in the phrase ‘the church in your house’ is singular, and it follows 
the name of Archippus. Archippus is mentioned in Colossians 4:17 
and Onesimus in Colossians 4:9. There are clear connections berween 
the cwo letters. 


1 give thanks to my God, all the ame making mention of you in my prayers, when 
I hear of your love and your faith which you have in the Lord Jesus and towards all 
the saints, so that the solidarity of your faith may become operative, in the 
knowledge of all that is good in us, [cuming us) to Christ. For 1] have had much joy 
and comfort through your love; because the hearts of the saints have been refreshed 
through you, my brother. 


The thanksgiving is conventionally the second part of a letter in the 
ancient world, and, except in Galatians, Paul always followed the 
convention. Thar having been said, Paul is particularly graceful for 
some loving attention that Philemon (or Archippus) has shown, 
which is variously characterised as ‘joy, ‘comfort, and {a phrase that 
we shall meet again) ‘refreshing the hearts of the saints’. 


Paul's request -- Part I (but what is he asking for?) 


Therefore, although I have full authority to command you to do what is your duty, 
because of (my] love, 1 [would] rather ask you, being who 1 am, Paul, an old man, 
and now a prisoner of Christ Jesus. | am asking you about my child, whom | have 
fathered in prison, Onesimus, the one who was once Useless to you, but is now Useful 
to both you and me, whom | am sending you. that is my heart, whom | should 
have liked to keep for myself. so chat in your place he might serve me in my gospel- 
prison; bur without your consent | didnt want to do anything, so that your good 
deed should not be done under compulsion, bur willingly. 


The standard interpretation of the request in Philemon has been 
that Paul is asking the slave-gwner τὸ be nice to the returned runaway 
slave, and not punish him as he deserves. An alternative ceading ts 
to understand it as the rather more radical demand, that Onesimus 
be set free and rerurned ro Pau). 

Ic is clear that Paul wanes something, and that he is applying some 
pressure to get it. He stresses that he is ‘an old man and a prisoner, 
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in a bid for sympathy. Another tactic is some witry wordplay. The 
slave's name is Onesimus, given emphasis by the position it has in 
the sentence. Now rhe name means ‘proftable’, and right next co it, 
Paul places two adjectives to refer to ‘profitable’, namely ‘useless’ and 
‘useful’, whose significance we have tried to emphasise by the use of 
capitals. Ic does not stop there, however; for the sound of the ovo 
words in Greek would have suggested something like “Christ-less’, 
and ‘Christ-well’. Paul is using a number of stratagems, including 
puns and a scarcely veiled reference to his authoriry. Another wordplay 
is involved in calling Onesimus ‘my heart’; Paul has already said chat 
Philemon (or Archippus) ‘refreshes the hearts of the saints; now 
Pau! wants a piece of the action. 


The request — Part II 


For perhaps this was the reason that he was separated from you for a while, in order 
that you might have him back for all eternity, no longer as a slave, but as 
[something] more than a slave, a much-loved fellow Christian, beloved especially 
by me, and how much more by you, both in the flesh and in the Lord, So, if you 
regard me as a partner, accept him as though it were me. But she has done you 
some wrong, owes you anything, put it down to my account, 1, PAUL, AM 
WRITING IN MY OWN HAND, I SHALL REPAY. (I don't want to be telling 
you that you owe yourself to me!) 
Yes, my brother, let me have this profit in the Lord. Refresh my heart in Christ. 


Whar precisely does Paul want? Ic is impossible to be sure from what 
he writes whether he wants Onesimus'’s freedom so thac he can 
return to be Paul’s collaborator, or whether ic is simply a matter of 
the slave-owner not exacting the draconian penalty co which he was 
entitled. One might in any case suppose thar after this has been read 
out to the Church it would be extremely difficult for Philemon/ 
Archippus noc to give Onesimus his freedom. The word that we 
have translated as ‘partner is from the &einenia root, meaning 
union, communion, fellowship, solidariry, and so on. When Paul 
says ‘if he has done you some wrong’ he might mean not ‘if (as you 
suggest)’, bur ‘given that he has done you some wrong (as you and I 
are bath well aware)’; so Onesimus has not necessarily robbed his 
boss. 

There are cwo more wordplays here: ‘let me have this profic’ is a 
play on Onesimuss name, and ‘refresh my heart in Christ’ is the third 
use in che letter of this idea of ‘refreshing’, which was first employed 
for what Philemon/Archippus does for the saints. It is clearly part of 
Paul's cactics here. 


Concluding remarks 


lam writing to you, conhdent in your obedience, knowing that you will do even 
more than what | say. Buc at the same time, prepare a guest room for me; for I am 
hoping that through your prayers I shal] be given to you as a free gift. 
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Epaphras my fellow prisoner sends greeangs in Christ Jesus, [as do] Mark, 
Aristarchus, Demas and Luke, my fellow workers. 
The grace of the Lord Jesus Christ be wich che spinr of you all. 


Paul ends che letter with some hidden menace, perhaps. He is 
asking for obedience {and then some), but he has not precisely 
formulated a command. He is also hinting that he may be with them 
soon (‘prepare a guest room for me’), so despite the imprisonment 
they may need co get something done. 

‘Given ... as a free gift’. This is how God always gives and what is 
expected of the slave-owners. 

Some readers chink chart Paul is not ‘playing fair’ here. 
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Introduction 


Hebrews is a letter that many readers tend τὸ skip, perhaps fearful of what seems 
like rather difficult argumentation, and hoping to find ‘real Christianity’ and ‘less 
of that dogmatic stuff’ elsewhere in the New Testament; buc hold your horses, and 
take a good Jook at Hebrews. Try co think of it as telling its readers (and we can no 
longer confidently say who they originally were) that ‘Jesus is the real ching. It is 
noc, we must admit, always easy to see precisely where che argument is going, and 
at times the Greek is a little awkward; at chose places we have tried τὸ preserve the 
awkwardness in che English. Stay with it, however, and persistence will be rewarded. 
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Introduction 


1'* God, who spoke bit by bit, and in many guises, of old to [our] ancestors through 
the prophets, in these last days has spoken τὸ us in [his] Son, whom he made hei: 
of everything, through whem he also created the worlds. 


This is an astonishing beginning, elegantly written, and carefully 

blending: 

° the continuity of τῆς news about Jesus with what God has always 
been doing, as recounted in Scriprure; 


* an assertion of che discontinuiry: there is something new and 
different about Jesus (who has yet to be mentioned by name -- but 
the hearers or readers instantly know who the author is ralking 
about); 

* three points about Jesus -- chat he is Son, that he is heir, and that 
the ‘ages’ or ‘worlds’ were created through him. These are lofty 
claims. 

Throughout this episrle, the author argues on the basis of Old 

Testament texts; since they are more frequent, and more central to 

his argument even than Paul's quotations of Scripture, | have foot- 

noted the references. The reader is advised to look them up. 


The Son's difference and superiority proved from Scripture 
+14 [The Son is] che radiance of the glory, and an exact representation of [God's] 


nature. 


[The Son] bears everything by his all-powerful word, bringing about a 
purification from sins. [The Son] sat down on the right of the Majesty on high. 
(The Son] became as much superior to the angels as the name which he had 
inherited was more excellence [chan theirs]. For to which of the angels did he ever 


say, 


And again: 


‘You are my Son, | have begorten you τον "Ὁ 


‘T shall be a father to him; and he will be a son to me.’ 


And again (when he introduces the first-born into the world), he says: 


‘And let ail che angels of God worship him. “ 


And with regard to the angels he says, 


56. Psalm 2:7 

$7. 2 Samuel 7:14 
$8. Psalm 97:7 
59. Pealm 104:4 


‘The one who makes his angels spins 


and his servanes a fame of fare.’* 


492 


THE LETTER TO THE HEBREWS ὦ 


Whereas with regard to the Son {he says): 


And: 


“Your throne, O God, for ever and ever 


and the staff of righteousness is the staff of your kingdom. 


You loved righteousness and hated lawlessness. 
Because of that, God (your God) has anointed you 
with an oil of exultatton over and above your fellows. © 


‘You in the beginning, Lord, founded the earth, 
and the work of your hands are the heavens. 
They will be destroyed, but you will remain 

and they shall all grow old like a garment 
and like a cloak you will roll chem up, 
and like a garment they shall also be changed, 


while you are the same, and your years shall ποῖ fail.’*' 


To which of the angels did he ever say, 


‘Sit on my right, until ] make your enemies a footstool for your feet’? 


Are they not all ministering spirits, missioned for service, on account of chose who 
are about to inherir salvation? 


A warning 


A major challenge for the Christians of that first century (indeed a 
major challenge for those of the present century) is that of getting 
right the language they (and we) use about Jesus. Clearly Jesus is 
human; equally clearly, che language appropriate to humans falls 
short of the full reality of Jesus. So in this passage the author of our 
letter starts by insisting on the closeness of his relationship to God 
(without having yet mentioned the name of Jesus): he ts close to 
God (‘the radiance of the Glory’ and even ‘Your throne, Ὁ God, for 
ever and ever’ is addressed to the Son) but nor quite identical, because 
the phrase translated as ‘an exact representation’ translates the word 
that the Greeks used for che mark made by a signet-ring in sealing 
wax. As one of my teachers used to say, ‘If you want to know what 
God is like, look at Jesus.’ 

Now if Jesus is close to God, but difference from God, what abour 
‘angel’ as a category to describe him? Our author, hoc in pursuit of 
Jesus as the ‘real ching’, will have none of that, and collects a series 
of sayings that are applied to the Messiah, and insists chat they 
cannot be applied to angels. 


2} For this reason, we must pay more and more attention to what [we] have heard: 
otherwise we might drift away. For if che message that was spoken through angels 
was valid, and every transgression and act of disobedience receives a just punish- 
ment, how shall we escape, if we ignore such a great salvation, which was first 


0. Psalm 45:6, 7 


Gl. "πὶ 102:25-27 
62. Palm (10:1 


493 


THE LETTER TO THE HEBREWS 2 


spoken through the Lord, and was confirmed to us by those who heard, and [to 
which] God bore witness by signs and portents and distributions of the Holy Spirit 
according to his will? 


Warnings like this are strung our throughout the Letter to the 
Hebrews, underlining the urgency of getting Jesus right. Reading 
this passage we have the impression of a communiry that is in 
danger of losing ics frst fervour. Clearly chey are not the first generation 
of Christians; but they had received confirmation of the message by 
‘signs and porrencs and gifts of the Holy Spirit’, 

It always seems that the New Testament clearly expects us to receive 
these gifts in a palpable, tangible way. 


The Son superior to the angels (continued) 


+9 You sce, it was not to angels that he subjected the world to come, about which we 
ace speaking. Someone, somewhere, solemnly affirmed, 
“Whar ts the human person chat you should remember him? 
Or the Son of Man that you should visit him? 
You have made him for a short time lower than the angels, 
with glory and honour you crowned him, 
you subjected everything under his ἔσει. ὁ 
You sec, when it talks of ‘subjecting everything’, he left noching unsubjected to 
him. For che moment, we do not yet see ‘everything subjected to him’; what we do 
see is Jesus ‘for a short time made lower than the angels’, because of his experience 
of death ‘crowned with glory and honour’, so that by the grace of God he might 
taste death on behalf of all. 
Once again, by careful Scripture exegesis, and armed with che assump- 
tion that Psalm 8 applies to Jesus (who did, after all, commonly 
refer to himself as the Son of Man}, the author shows how any 
subjection of jesus ‘below the angels’ is purely temporary; and we 
can already see him ‘crowned with glory and honour’ in the Resur- 
rection. 

This is the frst aime chac the leteer has explicitly referred to the 
mystery of the death and resurrection of Jesus; and, indeed, it is the 
first cime that Jesus has been mentioned by name. 

Jesus’ solidarity with those for whom he came (Jesus is the ‘real thing’) 
018 = You see, it was appropriate for [God] (for whom and chrough whom everything 
[came into existence}) to lead many sons and daughters into glory, and to make 
perfect chrough suffering the prince of their salvation. For che one who consecrates 
and those who are consecrated are all from the one source. Therefore he was nat 
embarrassed to cali chem brothers and sisters, saying, 
63. Pralm 6:4-6 
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Ἵ proclaim your name to my brothers and sisters, 
in the middle of the assembly | shall sing a hymn to you." 


And again, 
Ἵ shal] be reliant on him.’® 
And again, 
‘Look! I and the children whom God gave me.’ 


So since the children shared blood and flesh, he also in just the same way partook 
of the same, in order that through death he mighe nullify the one who has the 
power of deach, namely the devil, and release chose who, through fear of death, all 
their lives were subject ro slavery. For of course he does not take on {responsibility 
for] angels; no — it is the offspring of Abraham [for] whom he takes on [responsi- 
bility]. Hence he had to be like his brothers and sisters in every respect, in order to 
make atonement for the sins of the people. For insofar as he has suffered himself, 
by being put co the test, he can help those who are being tested. 


Does the author of the Lerter to the Hebrews chink that Jesus Is 
God? To put the question in this way is to address the matter 
altogether too brutally. Clearly God takes the initiative, according 
to our auchor; and in some sense God is above (the source of) both 
Jesus and the ‘brothers and sisters’. The Scripture quotations here are 
put on the Messiah's lips, and we are to imagine him looking up and 
praying or singing to God. Ac the same time, however, his humanicy 
is seen as something different from ours, something that Jesus has 
‘taken on’, because it was fitting, not because he was naturally the 
same as the brothers and sisters. We may put it like this: if he was 
not like them, he was no use to them; if he was not also different 
from them, he was no use to them. 


Jesus is superior to Moses (Jesus ts the ‘real thing’) 


34'* So, holy brochers and sisters, sharers in the heavenly calling, reflect on Jesus, che 
Apostle and High Priest of our profession, because he was faithful co che one who 
appointed him, just like Moses, in his house. For this one was regarded as worthy 
of more glory than Moses, insofar as the builder of the house is more valuable than 
che house itself. For every house is built by somebody, but ic is God who builds 
everything. And, while Moses was ‘faichful in all his house, like a servane, to testify 
to che chings that had been uctered, Christ was [faithful] like a son, in charge of his 


house, We are his house, if we hang on to our confidence, and the pride of our 


hope. 
The author has argued that Jesus ts in some ways like an angel, buc 
superior to any angel. Now he turns to comparing Jesus with 
another important symbol of God's dealing with the people of God, 
64. Psalm 22:22 
65. Lsaiah B:17 
6G. Lsaiah 8:18 
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namely Moses, to whom Jesus’ opponencs (unfavourably) and his 
supporters (favourably) frequently compare him. 

Two rather odd ticles are given τὸ Jesus here: ‘Apostle’ and ‘High 
Priest’. They are not used of Jesus in other New Testament documents, 
buc Hebrews makes a good deal of the idea of Jesus the High Priest. 
The author does not make much of ‘Jesus the Apostle’, but, obviously, 
it carries the notion of ‘one who is sence’. The heart of the matter 
here is char Jesus is even more significant than Moses. 

None chat in chis passage che author curns directly to the reader 
(holy . . . sharers of the heavenly calling’}, and char leads into an 
exhortation to them, one of many in this Letter, chat chey should 
remain faichful. This is continued in the Scripcure-based warning 
that now follows. 


Another warning, based on Scripture 
Therefore, as the Holy Spiric says, 


“Today if [only] you would listen to his voice; 
do not harden your hearts as at che rebellion, 
in the day of resting in the desert 
when your ancestors tested [me] in che examination, 
and they saw my works for forty years. 
Therefore 1 was offended at chis generation, and I said, 
“Always chey are astray in heart - they do not know my ways.” 
So I swore in my anger: “Never shall they enter my place of rest.” ’®” 


Warch out, brothers and sisters: we don't want there to be in any of you an evil and 
unbelieving hear, to make you fall away from the living God. No - comfort one 
another each day unul the ‘Today’ is called; none of you is to be hardened by sin’s 
deccicfulness. For we have become sharers in Christ, provided that we hold fast to 
our first assurance, firm to the end. When it is said, ‘Today if [only] you would 
listen to his voice; do not harden your hearts as at τῆς rebellion’ — who were che 
ones who heard and rebelled? Wasnt it all chose who had come our of Egypr 
through Moses? And who were the ones he was offended ac for forty years? Wasnt 
it those who sinned, whose corpses fell in the desert? And of whom did he ‘swear 
that chey wouldn't enter his place of rest’ if noc chase who disobeyed? And we see 
that because of their unbelief chey were unable to enter. 


Hebrews is full of wamings, and clearly the people it is wntten to 
had, in the view of its author, rather lost cheir first fervour. The 
careful explanation of scripcural texts, making chem applicable for 
today, is a mark of this letter, and perhaps has a good deal τὸ teach 
us. 

The explanation of Psalm 95 continues for some lines further, 
cxamining what it means to ‘enter his place of rest’. 


Peal 95:7 b- 11 
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‘Entering the place of rest’ 


So let's be afraid: we don't want any of you to think that you have missed our on it, 
while the promise co ‘enter his place of rest’ still remains [open]. For we were given 
the good news just as they were; but the word they heard did not help them, 
because they were not linked in faith with those who heard. For we who have faith 
are entering the place of rest, as he said, ‘As [ sworein my anger: “Never shall they 
enter my place of rest,”” even though the works were done from the creation of the 
world. For he spoke somewhere about the seventh day in this way, And God rested 
on the seventh day from all his works.’ And again in this one: “Never shall they 
enter my place of rest.’ So since the fact remains that some enter it, and because 
those who had previously heard the good news did not enter, because of 
disobedience, again he appoints a certain day, ‘today, speaking through David such 
a long time afterwards, as has already been said, “Today if only you would listen τὸ 
his voice; do not harden your hearts.’ For if Joshua had brought them inro their 
rest, [God] would not have spoken of any subsequent ‘day’. Therefore the Sabbath 
rest is stil] waiting for che People of God. For the one who has entered his place of 
rest has also rested from his works, just as God did from his own works [after 
completing the Creation]. 


The argument here depends on linking a} the Sabbach rest ar che 
end of the seven days of creation to che rest promised to the peaple 
in the desert at che end of the Exodus and δ) Jesus to Joshua; these 
are the same name in Greek and in Hebrew, but not, alas, in English. 
The argument is chat Joshua did noc lead them into the promised 
rest, but Jesus has done: Jesus is the real ching, as opposed to angels, 
Moses, Joshua, or anyone else. 


Third warning — don’t miss out on the rest 


Therefore let's be eager to enter into that place of rest -- we dont want anyone to 
perish through disobedience, as in that example. For God's word is alive and 
powerful, and sharper chan any rwo-edged sword; and ir reaches as far as the point 
of division of soul and spirit, of joints and marrow, and it examines critically the 
reflections and thoughts of a heart. And nothing created is concealed betore him: 
everything is naked and exposed to the scrutiny of the one to whom we have to 
pire an acCOLNE. 


Notice how the warning is not separate from the careful explanation 
of who Jesus is, but builds on all chat has hitherto been established 
about ‘rest’ and its enemy, ‘disobedience’. There is nothing comfortable 
about this, and we shiver as we recollect that a rwo-edged sword cuts 
first on the way in, with one blade, and then with the other on the 
way out. [he word ‘exposed’ is an attempt to translate the image of 
an animal prepared for sacrifice which has had its neck broken, or 
possibly its throat bared for sacrifice, or perhaps its entrails opened 
up for inspection. We shift uncomfortably. 


68. Genesis 72:2 
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Jesus the High Priest: access for all, weak like us, called by God, 
beard by God 

4'*§'° So since we have a great High Priest who has gone rhrough the heavens, Jesus, 
the Son of God, let us hald fast to the confession. For we don't have a High Priest 
who ts unable co sympathise with our weaknesses; [this onc] has been tested just 
ltke us in every respect -- apart from sin. So let us confidently approach the throne of 
grace, that we may receive mercy and find grace, and so be helped at the right time. 


For every other high priest, taken from among human beings, is appointed to act 
on behalf of human beings in relation to God, to offer gifts and sacrifices for sin, 
able to moderate his feelings towards those who are ignorant and off the urack, because 
he himself is subjected to weakness, and because of the weakness has to make sin- 
offering not only for the people but also for himself. And a man does not take che 
honour for himself, but [only when he is] invited by God, just as Aaron was. 

50 Christ did not glorify himself so as to become High Priest — ic was the one 
who said to him, ‘You are my Son — I have begotten you today,’ just as in another 
[place] it says, “You are a priest for ever according to the order of Melchisedek.’” In 
the days of his Hesh he offered prayers and entreaties to the one who could save 
him from death, with a loud cry and rears; and he was heard because of his piety. 
Although he was Son, he learnt obedience from what he suffered, and having been 
made perfect, he became, for all those who obcy him, the source of eternal 
salvation, having been designated by God as High Priest according to the order of 
Melchisedek. 


Hebrews now starts its consideration of Jesus as High Priest. Here 
the letter makes several points: Jesus shares our condition (apare from 
sin); Jesus provides access to God; Jesus is invited by God to the 
high priesdy task; Jesus painfully gave obedience to Gad. The passage 
ends with the double reference to ‘Melchisedek’, which will be 
taken up in Chapter 7. 


Another warning 

τ᾽ We have much to say about chis, and it will be hard to explain, because you have 
become lazy listeners. You sce, after all this time you ought to be teachers; instead 
you yourselves need someone to teach you the ABC of the most elementary level of 
God's message; and you have become needy for milk, and not solid food. For 
everyone who partakes [only] of milk has no experience of teaching about righteous- 
ness, for they are just infants. Solid food belongs to the perfect, people who 
through practice have their senses trained to distinguish good and evil. 


So let us leave behind the first stages of Christ's word; let us fly onwards towards 
perfection; don't let us lay the foundation alt over again, of repentance from dead 
works, and faith in God, and teaching about baptisms, and laying-on of hands, 
and resurrection from the dead, and eternal judgement. And this is whac we shall 
do, if God permics. 


69. Peal 2:7 
70. Pedm 110:4 
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This is quite stern scuff; che people the writer is addressing have not 
moved on as they should, and he is fearful thar they are forever 
having to ‘reinvent the wheel’ as far as theic spiritual growth is 
concerned. The contrast berveen ‘infants’ and ‘initiates’ or (as we 
have here translated it) the ‘perfect’ is found elsewhere in the New 
Testament (see, for example, Ephesians 4:13-15; Philippians 3:14, 15; 
1 Corinthians 2:6; 3:1; 13:10, 11; 14:20) and may owe something 
to the Greek mystery religions. The Greek and Roman mystery cults 
were rather exclusive sects, which played an tmportant part in 
feeding the religious hunger of the centuries when Christianity was 
developing. In that sense, they resemble the eclectic mix of rites and 
philosophies that today is lumped under the New Age umbrella, 
except that they generally operated in secret, and we cannot easily 
reconstruct what they did. 


Yet another warning, but also some reassurance 


1: You see, 1¢ is impossible to restore to repentance those who have once received the 
light, who have tasted the heavenly gift, and become sharers in the Holy Spirit, and 
have tasted God's lovely word, and the miracles of the age to come, and then fall 
back, crucifying the Son of God themselves, and making a fool of him. For land 
that drinks up the rain which often comes upon it, and produces a plane chat is 
usable for thase on whose account it is being farmed, receives its share of blessings 
from God. Bur when it produces thorns and thistles, [τ is worthless, and close to a 
curse; its destiny is the bonfire. But I am certain of you, my beloved ones, with 
regard τὸ the higher things, and those which relate co salvation, even though we are 
not talking in chis way. For God is not unjust enaugh to overlook your work, and 
the love that you showed for his name, with your past and present service co the 
saints, We want each of you to show the same enthusiasm for the realisation of 
your hope, right to the end. We do not want you to become lazy; [we want you] to 
imitate thase who through their patient faich inherited the promises. 


This warning is regarded by some scholars as something of a rest 
from the main argument; but there is no doubr about che author's 
seriousness. He is anxious that they dont get things wrong, and 
fears that they may be about to do so. On the other hand, he does 
noc want to discourage them, so he acknowledges what they have 
already done, in order to stimulate them to keep going to che very 
end. Now he offers them the example of Jesus, cheir predecessar, to 
whom the promise was made. This is supposed to encourage them. 


From Abraham (recipient of the promise) to Jesus, via Melchisedek 


For God made the promise to Abraham, and since he had nothing greater to swear 
by, he swore by himself, saying, ‘Indeed I shall bless you with a blessing, and 
increase you with increase.’?) And so it was that he had the patience to obtain what 
he had been promised. For human beings swear by something greater than 


13-20 


71. Genesu 22:16, 17 
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themselves, and for chem che oath [means] an end of all argument, and provides a 
guarantee. And so, since God wanted to demonstrate even more tellingly to che 
heirs of che promise chat his intention was unshakable, he guaranteed it with an 
oath, so that through two ‘unshakables’ (in which ir is impossible that God should 
cell a lie) we who have taken refuge [in him] might have a powerful reassurance 
thac we shall lay hold of the hope that lies before us. We have this hope as a reliahle 
and firm anchor for our soul, one chat enters the inner [sanctuary], behind the 
curtain, where Jesus has gone in as a forerunner for us, having become a priest 
according to the order of Melchisedek for ever. 


This is very neatly done. The author has moved smoothly back to 
Jesus-as-Melchisedek (a topic chat he is now about to resume) from 
the warning, which led into a reassurance for che readers. The 
reassurance was of course based on the promise to Abraham, where 
God swears by himself} and Abraham, of course, had a mysterious 
encounter wich the enigmauc figure of Melchisedek. The first hearers 
of this letter, more in tune than we are with the story of Abraham, 
would not have needed ro have this pointed our to them. On the 
other hand we are perhaps in a better position to admire his 
adroitness. 


Priesthood I — Melchisedek 


For it was this ‘Melchisedek. King of Salem, priest of God Most High, who met 
Abraham as he returned from che defeat of the kings and blessed him, to whom 
[Abraham] apportioned a tenth of everything ;” first of all [his name] is translated 
‘King of Righteousness’. Second, he is also ‘King of Salem’, which is King of Peace. 

He has no father, no mother, and no family tree, no beginning of his days, and 
no end to his life; [sa] he resembles che Son of God, and remains a priest for all 
ume. 

Consider how grear this man must have been, ‘to whom Abraham gave a tenth’, 
the patriarch [giving] che first-fruits! And those of the descendants of Levi who 
receive the priesthood have a command to take a tenth from the people in accord- 
ance with τῆς law, to tithe their brothers and sisters, that is to say, even though they 
came from Abraham's loins, [Melchisedek], che one with no family cree, tithed 
Abraham, and blessed the one who had the promises! Beyond all dispute. it is rhe 
lesser chat is blessed by the greater. In the one case, human beings who die take 
their ‘tenths’; buc in the other case, che evidence is that he is alive. And, so τὸ say, 
through Abraham, Levi, who exacts tithes, ts himself cithed -- for he was still in his 
father’s loins when Melchisedek met him. 


This 15 a glonously simple argument, even though we may scratch 
our heads wondering if we can really say chat Levi was in his great- 
grandfather's loins. Remember chac we are talking about Jesus (‘the 
real ching’) and arguing that he is a High Priest ‘like Melchisedek’, 
and here che poine ts chac Melchisedek'’s high prieschood is superior 
to that of Levi, because of che incident where Abraham is revealed as 
inferior to Melchisedek. 


72. See Genesys 14:18-20 
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Priesthood II — Jesus and the Levitical Priesthood 


1-0? So if perfection came through the Levitical priesthood (for the people had been 
given a law about it), why would there still be a need tor another priest to arise 
‘according to che order of Melchisedek’ and for him not to be named ‘according to 
the order of Aaron’? You see, given that there is a change in the priesthood, then 
necessarily there is a change in the Law. For the one about whom these things are 
said belongs to another tribe; and no one from that cribe has ever served at the 
altar. For it is known τὸ all thar our Lord arose from Judah; and Moses made no 
mention of thac with regard to priesthood. And ic is still more abundantly clear 
when a different priest arises ‘according co the likeness of Melchisedek’, one who 
did not appear in accordance with the law of a Heshly command, but according to 
the power of indestructible life. For it is testified that ‘you are a priest for ever 
according to the order of Melchisedek’.*3 For an annulment of an existing command- 
ment takes place because that commandment is ineffective and useless (for the Law 
brought nothing to perfection), and a better hope is being introduced, chrough 
which we draw near τὸ God. 


The argument here is not so easy, but the broad line is clear, and we 
find it in many other places in the New Testarnenc. Jesus is superior 
to whar has pone before, and his ‘priesthood’ (we are calking in 
metaphors here) takes the place of the Mosaic Law thar precedes it. 
The point is not the inferiority of the previous covenant, but the 


radical novelty of what God has done in Jesus. 


Priesthood III — the radical superiority of Jesus’ priesthood, proved 
from Scripture 


795 813 Next stage: to the extent chat it was not done without an oath (for they became 
priests without an oath being sworn, but chis one [became a priest] through the 
swearing of an oath, by che one who said to him, ‘the Lord swore an oath and will 
not change this mind, you are a priest for ever),”4 to that extent Jesus is the 
guarantee of a better covenant. And chose who became priests are numerous, 
because death stops them remaining [in ofhce], whereas he has a priesthood chat is 
permanent, because he remains for ever. Therefore he is totally able to save those 
who approach God through him, living 41} the time co intercede for them. That's 
the kind of High Priest that was appropriate to us: holy, innocent, undefiled, 
separated from sinners, and set higher than the heavens, He has no need (as do the 
[other] High Priests} to offer sacrifice every day for his own sins [first] and then for 
the people’s sins. For this is what he did, once and for all, when he offered himself. 
You see, the Law appoints people as High Priests, people with weaknesses, but the 
word, sworn on an oath chat was uttered subsequent to the Law, appoints a Son, 
who has been made perfect for all time. 


The main poine in what has been said is this: we have juse such a High Priest, who 


has sat down on the right of the Throne of Majesty in Heaven, a minister in the 
Sanctuary and in the True Tent, which τῆς Lord (not human beings) has erected. 


73. Psalm 110:4 
74. Psalm 110:4 
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You see, all other High Priests are appointed in order to offer gifts and sacrifices: 
it follows necessarily chat chis one must have something to offer. And so if he were 
[still] on earth, he wouldnt be a priest, since there are those who offer the gifts 
according to the Law. These people worship a shadowy version of the heavenly 
things, just as Moses was admonished by God, when he was about to complete the 
Tent. For he says ‘See to it that you do these things in accordance with the model 
that was shown you on the mountain.” As ic is, [Jesus] has gained a ministry that 
is all che more superior because he is rhe mediator of a superior covenant, whose 
law-giving was done with superior promises. 

For if chat first [covenant] had been Aawless, no place would have been sought 
for a second one, for he says (pointing to their faws), ‘Look! The days are coming, 
says the Lord, and | shall complete a new covenant with the house of Israel and 
with the house of Judah, not according to the covenane which | made with their 
ancestors, on the day when | took their hand to lead them our of the land of Fgypt. 
because they did not remain in my covenant, and [ lost interest in them, says the 
Lord. Because this is che covenant, which | shall make with the house of Isracl after 
those days, says the Lord, putting my laws into their mind, and I shall write [them] 
on their hearts. And I shall be God for them, and they shall be my people. And no 
longer shall each one teach their fellow citizen, and each one their brother or sister, 
saying “Know the Lord” — because they will all know me, from the littlest to the 
greatest of them, because I shal] be merciful towards their iniquitics, and | shall 
remember their sins no more. When he speaks of a ‘new covenant’, he has made 
the first one ‘old’, and what is old and obsolete is close to destruction. 


Here our author underlines the superioriry of what God has done in 
Christ. He continues the metaphor of Jesus as High Priest, building 
on the quotation from Psalm 110, bur with rhe added feature that 
Jesus’ High Priesthood a) is permanent and b) provides access for 
believers. This is chen connected with the point (already made 
earlier) of Jesus’ sinlessness. And, just as Jesus is the ‘Real Thing’, so 
che liturgy ar which he presides is real, in a way that the licurgy of 
the old dispensation simply could nor be, since it was only a ‘shadow’ 
and a ‘copy’. This is chen all backed up by a chain of four Old Testament 
quorations, put together anyhow, and with no explanation; presumably 
our author knew chat his readers didn't need much in the way of 
explanation. 


Priesthood IV — the superiority of the new covenant, 
proved from Scripture 


9'-10'" Se the first covenant had regulations for ministry, and che earthly sanctuary. 
For a tent, the first one, was constructed; in it was the menorah, and the cable, and 
the shewbread, which is called Holy. And after che second curtain the cent is called 
Holy of Hollies; it has a golden altar, and the Ark of che Covenant, covered on all 
sides with gold, in which [was} the golden jar with the manna, and Aaron's staff 
that burst into bud, and the tablets of the covenant; and above it che cherubim of 


75. Exodus 25:40 
76. jeremiah 31:31-34 
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glory overshadowing the mercy seat. Now is not the cime to speak of these things 
in detail. 

When these things were laid out in this way, the priests who were performing the 
ricuals always entered the first tent. But the second tent only the High Priest 
entered, once a year, not without blood, which he offers on his own behalf and for 
the sins the people had committed in ignorance. The Holy Spiric showed that the 
way of the saints had not yet been revealed while the first cenr seill had existence. 
This is an image for the present time; according to this image, gifts and sacrihces 
are offered which are unable to bring the worshippers conscience to perfection, 
[since they are] only on the level of food and drink, and various ceremonial washings, 
regulations about material things which are imposed until the time is put right. 

Whereas Christe has appeared as the High Priest of the good rhings chat have 
come to be, through the greater and more perfect tent, the one not made by hands, 
that is to say, not of this creation; and it was not chrough the blood of goacs, bur 
through his own blood, that he entered, once and for all, the Holy of Holies having 
eat hold of eternal redemption. For if the blood of goats and bulls, and che ashes of 
the [red] heifer [can] sanctify by a sprinkling those who have been dehled, so as to 
pucify cheir flesh, how much more will the blood of Christ, who through the 
eternal Spirit offered himself, a Aawless offering to God, purify our consciences, so 
as to worship the living God! 

And he is in consequence the mediator of a new covenant, so that when a death 
takes place for the redemption of the transgressions in the days of the frst 
covenant, those who have been invited may receive the promise of che eternal 
inheritance. You see, where there is a covenant [or: will, or: testament], it is necessary 
that the death of the one who made the covenant be established. For the covenant 
is valid on the basis of dead people, since ir is not yet operative while the covenanter 
[or: testator] is alive. Hence che first covenant is not inaugurated without blood. 
For after every commandment according to the Torah has been enunciated by 
Moses to the whole people, taking the blood of calves and of goats, with water and 
red wool, and hyssop, he sprinkled both the book itself and the whole people, saying, 


‘This ts che blood of the covenant which God has commanded you.” 


And likewise he sprinkled with blood the Tent and all the vessels of the sacred 
ministry. And almost everything is sprinkled with blood according co the Torah; 
and: no shedding of blood, no forgiveness. 

Therefore it is a requirement that the tmications of the heavenly things be 
purified by these means; but che heavenly things thernselves must necessarily be 
purified by sacrifices that are superior to these. For Christ did not enter a Holy of 
Holies made by human hands, some copy of the true Holy of Holies. No, Christ 
entered heaven itself, co appear now in the Presence of God on our behalf, not in 
order to offer himself a number of times, as the High Priest enters the Holy of 
Holies year after year, with blood thar is nor his own, since it would have been 
necessary [in that case] to have suffered many times from the creation of che world. 
As it is, it is revealed once, at the climax of history, for the abolition of sin, through 
his sacrifice. And just as it is the destiny of human beings to die once, and after 
that [there is] judgement, so Christ, having offered himself, in order to take the 
sins of many upon himself, will appear a second time, regardless of sin, for the 
salvation of those who wait for him. 


77. Exodus 24:8 
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For the Torah has [merely] a shadow of the good things that lie ahead, not the 
image of the realities themselves; it is unable to bring to perfection those who draw 
near, with the same sacrifices, year after year, which they offer continually. For 
would they not have ceased to be offered, because of the worshippers no longer 
having any consciousness of sins, having been purified once and for all? Instead, in 
these sacrifices remembrance of sin is made year after year. You see, it is impossible 
for the blood of bulls and goats to take away sin. Therefore when he comes into the 
world, he says, 


‘You did ποῖ want sacrifice and offering; you prepared a body for me. 
You are not pleased with whole burnt offerings. 
Then I said, “Look, I have come 
(in the scroll of the book it stands written about me) 
to do your will, Ὁ οὐ." "πε 


And earlier [he] says, 


‘Sacrifices and offerings and whole burnt-offerings and sin-offerings you do not 
want, nor are you pleased with them.” 


(The sacrifices he refers to here are chose] which are offered in accordance with the 
law. 

Then he said, 'Look! I have come to do your will." He takes away the first, so 
that the second might stand. By that will we have been made holy through the 
offering of the body of Jesus Christ, once and for all. 

And while every other priest stands doing his ministry every day, and frequently 
offering the same sacrifices, which have no power to remove sins, this priest, having 
offered a single sacrifice for sins, sits for ever at the right hand of Gad, waiting 
from now on until his enemies are placed ‘as a footstool for his ἔσει δ! For by means 
of a single offering he has made perfect, and for ever, those who are being sanctified. 
And the Holy Spirit adds his evidence, for after saying, ‘This is the covenant which 
I shall covenant with them, after those days, says the Lord, putting my laws on 
their hearts, and on their minds I shall write them’, [he goes on to say] ‘and their 
sins and cheir lawlessness I shall remember no more.'"” Where chere is forgiveness 
of these there is no more sin-offering. 


This is a long passage, but the Scripture-based argument Hows so 
easily that it seems a shame co break it up. The argument is 
intended to demonstrate (as part of the gencral thesis that Jesus is 
the ‘Real Thing’) how much better is Jesus’ new covenanr than that 
which preceded it. [τ may be helpful for us to recall that the word 
for ‘covenanc’ can also here mean ‘will’ or ‘testamence’. This accounts 
for the talk about ‘death’. 
The argument makes four points: 


1. Whar Jesus has done provides access for all believers, access to 
where it macters (the ‘Real Thing’) as opposed to the lesser access 


78. Psalm 40:6-8 

79. Psalm 40:6-8 

BO. Psalm 40:7 

Bl. Psalm 110:1 

82. Jeremiah 31:33, 4 
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that the old covenanc provided, which in any case had to be 
repeated year after year, and only the High Priest was allowed to 
enter. 


2, What Jesus has done really succeeds in coping with human 
sinfulness. 


3. Blood is shed in both covenants;but in rhe case of what Jesus 
has done, the blood is ‘once and for all’, not year after year. 


4, What Jesus has done is connected co his radical obedience to the 
Father's will (‘] have come to do your will’). 


Encouragement based on the foregoing 


1-25 Therefore, brorhers and sisters, since by the blood of Jesus we have confidence in 
our access to the Holy of Holies, [and since] he has made a new roure through the 
curtain for us, one that is recent and living, chat is his Aesh; and since we have a 
great priest over God's house, let us advance with a cue heart in the fullness of 
faith, our hearts sprinkled, so that our conscience is no longer bad, and our bodies 
washed in pure water; let us hold fast to our unwavering profession of hope — for 
one can rely on the one who gave the promise; and Jet us pay careful attention to 
each other, and incite each other to love and to good works, not abandoning our 
own meetings, as is some people's custom, but encouraging one another, and all 
the more so in proportion as you see the Day drawing near. 


One ching always to notice in Hebrews is how close is the link 
between theology and exhortation. This ‘pep-talk’, aimed at keeping 
the group going, even when they don't feel like it, is based firmly on 
ali the argument that has gone before. 


A warning: judgement is coming 

61 For if we voluntarily sin after we have received knowledge of the cruth, there no 
longer remains any sacrifice for sins, but a fearsome expectation of judgement and 
a raging fire which is going to eat up those in its way. Someone who Aouts the 
Torah of Moses ‘dies on the evidence of two or three witnesses 9? with mo mercy. 
How much worse a punishment do you think a person will be thought to deserve 
who tramples on che Son of God, and regards the blood of the covenant (by which 
they have been sanctified!) as profane, and who insults the Spirit of Grace? For we 
know the one who said, “Vengeance is mine — I shall repay’,®* and again, ‘The Lord 


will judge his people’.®? It is a terrible ching to fall into the hands of the Living 
God, 


As the Lewer goes on, the warnings become sterner, more urgent. 
For our author, this is life and death. For our purposes, it is important 
to notice how the warning is all of a piece with his theological 
argument. 


83. Deuteronomy 17:6 
§4. Deuteronomy 32:35 
85. Psalm 135:14 
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32-39 


Encouragemene: look to your previous experience 


Remember those carlicr days when you received the light, and you endured a great 
battle wich suffering; sometimes you were publicly exposed to abuse and per- 
secucion; sometimes you showed solidariry with chose who were being treated in 
this way. For you shared the sufferings of prisoners, and you joyfully accepted the 
plundering of your possessions, knowing that you had better possessions ~ 
possessions thar will last. So don’t throw away your confidence, which is a huge 
reward. For you need endurance, so as to do God's will and obtain the promise. 
For ‘just a little while, the Coming One comes and will not delay. My just one shall 
live by faich, and if he draws back, my soul is not pleased with him."™ 

But you and | do noc belong to those who draw back [and fall into] destruction. 
No, we belong to those who have faith, so as to make our life secure. 


The author shows here a calm and unshakable confidence, which he 
tries τὸ impart to his wobbly community. His confidence is based 
simply on his quiet certainty about Jesus, the Real Thing. 

"Received the light’; in Hebrews, this refers to baptism. 


What faith can do - some examples 


11 '* Faith ts the confident assurance of the things that we hope for, the inner conviction 


about things that are invisible. People in the past were noted for this [qualiry of] 
faich. Ic is by fatch that we know thac the worlds were created by God's word, in 
such a way that what is seen came to be from that which does nor appear. By faich 
Abel offered God a greater sacrifice than Cain, through which he was attested as 
righteous, because God himself gave testimony over the gifts; through faith, Abel 
still speaks, even though he died. By faith Enoch was taken up, so that he did ποι 
see deach, and he was not found, because God had taken him up. For before his 
takinp-up, he was accredited as having pleased God. Without faith, it is impossible 
to please. For che one who approaches God must have faith thar God exists and 
that God rewards those who seek him, [τ was by faith that Noah, after he had been 
warned of the things thar had not yet been seen, took heed, and built an ark for the 
welfare of his household, through which he condemned the world, and became an 
heir of the cighteousness that comes with faith. 

It was by faich that when Abraham was summoned he obeyed and went out to a 
place that he was going to recetve as an inheritance, and he wenc out, noc knowing 
where he was going. It was by faich that he migrated to the land of promise, a land 
that was not his own, living in cents with Isaac and Jacob, fellow heirs of the same 
promise; for he was waiting for the city that has foundations, the city whose 
designer and craftsman is God. 

It was by faith chat Sarah herself (who was barren) received the power to conceive, 
even though she was past the age, since she regarded the one who made the 
promise as worthy of faith. Therefore there were born from one person (and that 
one, moreover, as good as dead), [offspring] like the scars of heaven in number, and 
like uncountable grains of sand by the seashore. 

In faich all these people died; they did not receive che promises, but glimpsed 
them from a long way off, and they hailed chem, and acknowledged that they were 


86. Leash 26:20, 21 (Sepruagint} 


THE LETTER TO THE HEBREWS 1 1 


foreigners and exiles on earth. People who say that sort of thing make it clear that 
they are looking for a homeland. And if they had been thinking of the one chey 
had come out from, they would have had time co return. As it is, they are longing 
for a better one, their heavenly homeland. Therefore God is not ashamed co be 
called their God, for he has prepared a city for chem. 

It was by faith that Abraham offered up Isaac when he was cested, and he was 
teady co sacrifice his only son. [This was the] Abraham who had received the 
promises, ta whom it had been said, ‘In Isaac seed shall be called [up] for you.®” 
He calculated that God was able even to raise from the dead; and therefore he 
symbolically got him back. It was also by faith in what was to come that Isaac 
blessed Jacob and Esau. By faith Jacob on his deathbed blessed each of the sons of 
Joseph, and ‘worshipped, leaning over the cip of his staft’.8* It was by faith thac 
when Joseph was dying he mentioned the exodus of the children of Israel, and gave 
instructions abour his bones. 

It was by faich that when Moses was born he was hidden for three months by his 
parents, because they saw that the child was beautiful, and they were not afraid of 
the king's decree. It was by faith chat when he grew up, Moses refused to be called 
the son of Pharaoh's daughter — instead he chose to be maltreated with the people 
of God, rather than to have a shortlived enjoyment of sin; he thoughre Christ's 
disprace was of more significance than the treasures of Egypt, for he was looking 
ahead to the reward. 

It was by faith thac he abandoned Egypt, unafraid of che king’s anger; he persevered 
as though he [could] see che Invisible One. By faith he kept the Passover, and the 
sprinkling of the blood, so that the Destroying Angel should πος touch their first- 
born children. It was by faith that they crossed the Red Sea, as though it were dry 
land (and when the Egyptians cried it ouc, they were devoured!). 

It was by faith thar the walls of Jericho fell, after they had been encircled for 
seven days. It was by faith that the prostitute Rahab did not perish with the 
unbelievers, when she gave hospitality and peace τὸ che spies. 

And what more can | say? For time would run out on me if I were to tell the 
story of Gideon, Barach, Samson, Jephthah, David and Samuel, and che prophets, 
the people who through faith overcame kingdoms, practised righteousness, attained 
the promises, blocked che mouths of lions, quenched the power of fire, escaped the 
sword’s edges, were made strong when they had been weak, became mighty in war, 
broke the formations of alien [invaders]. Women received their dead as a result of 
the Resurrection; orhers were tortured when they had refused release, in order to 
gain a preater Resurrection. Ochers experienced jeering and flogging, others gat 
chains and imprisonment; they were punished by stoning or by being sawn in ΠΟ; 
or they died, killed by the sword; they went around in sheepskin and goatskin, 
destitute, oppressed and ill-treated: the world was not worthy of them -- they 
wandered in deserts and on mountains, and caves and holes in the ground. 

And all chose people, whose fairh is attested, failed to gain the promise. God 
had foreseen something better for us, so that they should not be made perfect 
without us. 


This is a magnificent chapter, a long list of people who have been 
distinguished by faith. One of them is Moses. Readers may be brought 


Β7. Genesis 21:12 
88. Genesis 47:31 Gepraaginr) 


$07 


THE LETTER TO THE HEBREWS 12 


172... 


up short by the phrase ‘he chought Christ’s disgrace was of more 
significance chan che treasures of Egypr . . .' The point here, as so 
often in the New Testament, is chat for our author Christ was 
already chere in che Old Testament. At the end, though, there is a 
twist. The reader has supposed all the way through that we are being 
invited to admire these splendid examples of Aaich for their own 
sakes. Only in che final verses do we realise that che author is saying 
something slightly different; these characters are entirely admirable, 
but we are in an even better situation than they are, because the 
promise 1s ours for the taking. All che more, chen, should we be 
ready to exercise faich. 


Warning: examples from the discipline of the training-ground, and 


of home 


For chat very reason, since we have such a great cloud of witnesses around us, we 
should lay aside every burden, including sin, which easily impedes our running, 
and run with endurance the race chat lies ahead of us. We should fix our eyes on 
Jesus, our pacemaker and trainer in faith. Instead of the shon-term joy chat was 
within his grasp, he endured che Cross, disdaining the shame, and took his seat on 
che right hand of the chrone of God. Just chink of the one who endured such 
hostilicy towards himself at the hands of sinners. This will prevent you from 
getting exhausted, worn out in your souls. 

You have not yer resisted to the point of bloodshed in your struggle against sin; 
and you have completely forgotten the encouragement which speaks to you as to 
sons, My son, do not despise che Lord's discipline; and don't lose heart when you 
are reprimanded by him. For τῆς Lord disciplines che one he loves, and he whips 
every son whom he accepts.’ Keep on enduring, to gain discipline; God is 
treating you as sons — for what son is there whom his father does not discipline? 
Buc if you have none of the discipline in which 41} have shared, then you are 
illegitimate, and not proper sons. Then again, we had our human fathers, who 
imposed discipline on us, and we respected them. Should we not be much readier 
co be submissive to che Father of Spins and live? For [our human fathers) disciplined 
us just for a short time, as dhcy felt like it, whereas God disciplines us for our 
benefit, so chat we might have our share in his holiness. All discipline, ac the time 
we get it, seems τὸ be a matter for sadness rather than joy — but later on it produces 
fruit that yields peace and righteousness in those who have been trained by it. 

Therefore brace up your drooping hands and your weakened knees, and make 
straight tracks with your feet, in order that what is lame may nor be dislocated, bur 
rather cured. Pursue peace with everybody; pursue holiness, wichout which no one 
will see the Lord. See τὸ it that no one falls short of God's grace, ‘that no root of 
bitterness grow upwards and cause trouble’, and through it many people might be 
defiled. [See to it) that mo one is a fornicator or irreligious like Esau, who for the 
sake of a single meal sold his nght as che first-born. For know that when later on he 
wanted to inherit the blessing he was rejected: for he was given no chance to 
change his mind, even chough he sought for it with tears. 
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The examples continue to be urgent in their appeal, and the author 
treats his readers as though he were one of the legendary coaches of 
athletics or football; you can almosc hear him bellowing, ‘Its only 
pain!’, as they wearily contemplate how much of the Marathon they 
still have to run. He also invites them co consider the discouragement 
of children whose parent is over-inclined to corporal punishment, 
an example that is perhaps less typical of our own day than of his. 
The point is clear: they (and we) must keep going, right to the end. 


The approach to Mount Sion 


182° For it is not che tangible [mountain] that you have approached, burning fire and 
darkness and gloom and whirlwind, and the noise of a trumpet and the sound of 
words which when they heard it they begged [the speaker] not to add any more, for 
they could not cope with the command ‘even if an animal touches the mountain, it 
shall be stoned’;® and so fearful was the spectacle chat Moses said, ‘I am fearful and 
trembling’.*! 

No — you have approached Mount Sion and the ciry of the Living God, heavenly 
Jerusalem, and thousands upon thousands of angels, and the festal assembly of rhe 
firstborn who are recorded in heaven, and God the Judge of all, and che spirits of 
the just who have been made perfect, and Jesus, the mediator of the new covenant, 
and the blood of sprinkling which speaks more fully than Abel's. 

Watch out that you do nor disregard [Jesus] when he speaks. For if those people 
did not escape when they disregarded the one who admonished them on earth, 
how much more will [that be true of us] who curn away from the one who speaks 
ffom heaven, the one whose voice then shook the earch, but now has promised, 
‘Yer once more | shall shake not only earth but also heaven’??? Thac ‘yet once more’ 
reveals the removal of the things that are shaken, as created things, chac the things 
unshaken may remain. Therefore since we are receiving an unshakable kingdom, 
let us be grateful; that will enable us to give worship in a way pleasing to God, with 
reverence and awe — for our God is a consuming fire. 


This is a powerful passage, and we are half understanding, half 
baffled, burt certain char the warning is urgent, and chat Mounr Sion 
is worth risking everything for, and that we want to hear the voice 
of Jesus when he speaks. 


Final exhortations 


13!" Let the love of the brothers and sisters remain [in you]. Dont forget about 
hospitaliry; because chat has enabled some people to entertain angels without 
novicing it, Remember those in prison — [chink of yourselves] as cheir fellow 
prisoners. [Remember] chose who are being malureated, as chough you were yourselves 


also in their bodies. 


90. Exodus 19:12, 13 
91. Deuteronomy 9:19 
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Let marriage be valued by cverybody, and let the masriage-bed be undefiled — for 
God will condemn fornicators and adulterers. Let your manner of life not be 
money-oriented, but (be] content with what you have. For he himself has said, ‘I 
shall nor fail you nor forsake you,’*? so that undaunted we may say, ‘The Lord is 
my help — I shall noc be afraid; what can a human being do against me?™ 

Remember your leaders, who spoke che Word of Gad to you. Consider rhe out- 
come of their way of life, and imitate their faith. Jesus Christ, the same yesterday 
and today and for ever. 

Don't ger carried away by various outlandish doctrines. For it is good for the 
heart τὸ be strengthened by grace, not by foods -- people who follow chat way of 
life are not helped by it. We have an altar from which those who worship in the 
tent do nat have authority to eat. For the animals whose blood is broughr to che 
sanctuary as sin-offering by the High Priest are burnt outside the camp. Therefore 
Jesus also, in order to sanctify the people through his own bload, suffered outside 
the gate. Therefore let us go out τὸ join him, outside the camp, bearing his reproaches. 
For we do not have a permanent city here; tnstead we look for the city that is to 
come. Through him, therefore, let us continually lift up a sacrifice of praise to 
God, that is τὸ say the produce of lips that praise his name. Don't forget good 
deeds and fellowship — for God is pleased by sacrifices of this sort. Obey your leaders 
and submit to them, for they are keeping watch over your souls, as people who will 
have to submit an account; they should [be able to) do this joyfully, and not 
groaning as they do so. For chat would do you no good. 


These last instructions do not tell us much about what the community 
was like, nor, really, what were the problems that affected it. Not for 
the first time, the author stresses the superioricy of the new 
dispensation to the old. And, above all, he emphasises rhe central 
importance of Jesus and of looking ahead to the cicy chat will last. 
The ‘leaders’ are clearly of some importance in his view of this 
group — but we can say very little about them. 


Final greetings 

Pray for us, for we are persuaded that we have 2 good conscience; in every respect 
we want to live properly. Above all, ] beg you to pray that I may be restored τὸ you 
quite soon. 

May the God of peace, the one who by the blood of the eternal covenant leads 
up from the dead the Great Shepherd of the sheep, our Lord Jesus, make you 
complete in every good thing, so as to do his wish, bringing about in you that which 
pleases him through Jesus Christ, τὸ whom be glory for ever and ever. 

| beg you, brothers and sisters, put up with this message of encouragemenr; for | 
have written to you briefly. 

Know thac our brother Timothy has been released; I shall see you in his 
company, if he arrives soon. 

Greet all your leaders and all the saines. Those from Italy greet you. 

Grace be with all of you. 


93. Joshua 1:5 
94. Paulm 118:6 
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Ac the end here, the auchor turns personal, and speaks in the first 
person, although he does not tell us who he is. The mention of ‘our 
brother Timothy does not, alas, identify Paul as the author. We 
notice his mention (not for che firse time in this letter} of the 
‘leaders, whom he clearly regards as having an important function 
in che Church, bur we do not know who they are or what they do. 

We notice that the author describes this document as ‘a message 
of encouragement, which many understand to mean ‘a sermon; so 
presumably the theology is meant to support the passages of 
exhortation, rather chan the other way round. We also observe that 
the author feels chat he has written ‘briefly’, and ask ourselves what 
he mighc have done had he felt char time and space allowed. 
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The Letter of James 


Opening greetings 
James, a slave of God and of the Lord Jesus Christ, to the Twelve Tribes in che 
Diaspora, preetings. 


This follows the regular pattern for beginning a letter in che Mediter- 
ranean world arc this era, with the author and addressees identified, 
and with the characteristic Christian addition of a reference to God 
and to Jesus, As in the Pauline letters, these owo are surtkingly mentioned 
in the same breath. We also notice the very Jewish theme of the 
ereeting to the “Twelve Tribes in the Diaspora’. This is che standard 
term for Jews who live outside the Holy Land, but here clearly refers 
to Jewish Christians. 


Overture: on temptations 


My brothers and sisters, consider it all joy when you fall into difference kinds of 
temptations; be aware chat the testing of your faith results in endurance. And let 
endurance have a perfect outcome, so that you may be perfect and complete, 
lacking in nothing. 

If however one of you is lacking in wisdom, let them ask from God, who gives 
indiscriminately τὸ all, without reproach -- and it will be given τὸ them. Let chem 
ask in faith, not doubting ac all. For the person who doubts is like a wave in the 
sea, moved and tossed by the wind. You see, that person should not chink that they 
will receive anything from the Lord, being in cwo minds, unstable in all cheir ways. 

Let che brother or sister who is of low status boasc of their high status, and the 
rich brother or sister boast of their low standing: because they will pass away like 
the wild Hower. For the sun rises, with its burning heat, and dries up the grass, and 
its Hower fades, and its beautiful appearance is lost. So the rich person will fade 
away, along wich all his enterprises. 

Congratulations to the person who endures temptation: that person will pass the 
test and receive the crown of life which [Gad] promised to chose who love him, No 
one who ts being tempted should say, ‘l am being tempted by God’: God cannot 
be tempted to do evil, and God himself does not tempt anybody. Each of us is 
tempted by our own passions, dragged off and enticed [by them]. Then desire 
conceives and gives birth to sin, and sin comes co term and brings death into the 
world. 

Dont get led astray, my beloved brothers and sisters. Every good pift, and every 
perfect present, comes down from above, from the Father of Lights, with whom 


413 


THE LETTER OF JAMES | 


15-27 


2° 


there is no variation, no shadow of change. [God] deliberacely brought us to birth 
through the word of truth, so that we should be a kind of first-fruits of God's 


creation. 


It ts impossible to recreate with any confidence the original purpose 
of this letter, buc many scholars think chat its author may have been 
that ‘James, the brother of the Lord’ who became such an important 
figure in the early Church, and who was martyred in aD 61. If this 
was so, it may be that somebody else subsequently revised the lercer. 
It is a very Jewish document, but the reader will notice che references 
to Macthew 7:7 (Ask and you shall receive’), Marthew 13:6 (the 
sun's burning heat), and ro the link of sin and death in Romans 7. 
We may also notice a certain Christian audacity in the claim thar 
we should rejoice when afflicted by temptations, and the down- 
grading of the status of the nich, which is so much a feature of Christian 


teaching. 


Listen, and act 


Be sure of this, brothers and sisters; let everyone be quick ro listen, slow to speak, 
slow to get angry. For a person's anger does not bring about the righteousness of 
Gad. So: gently pur aside all moral filch, and excess of evil, and accept the implanted 
word that has che power to save your souls. 

Be doers of the word, not just listeners who deceive themselves. Because if some- 
one is just a listener and not a doer of the word, they're like a man contemplating 
in the mirror the face that narure gave him: he contemplates himself and goes off 
and immediately forgets what he was like. But the one who peers closely at the perfect 
law of freedom, and stays with it, curns into a doer of deeds, nor a hearer-and- 
forgerter. Such a person will be happy in what they do. 

If anyone thinks they are religious, but does not restrain their tongue, and 
instead deceives themselves, then their ‘religion’ is useless. This is [the meaning of] 
religion that is pure and unstained before four] God and Facher: visiting orphans 
and widows when they are in difficulry, and keeping ourselves unstained by the 
world. 


For our author, religion is more than just sitting in church; it needs 
to be tested by what happens in real life, τῆς link between what we 
claim and what we do. That includes restraint in what we say, a 
distance from ‘the world’ and difficule things like showing love for 
the marginalised and the poor. 


Some sharp socal comment 


My brochers and sisters, don’t make belicf in our glorious Lord Jesus Christ a 
matter of snobbety. For example, if a man with gold jewellery and smart clothes 
comes into your assembly [or: ‘synagogue’], and at the same Ume a poor man in 
dirty clothes comes in, you look at the one in the smart clothes and say, Have a 
nice seat here’; and if you say to the poor man, ‘You! Stand there,’ or ‘Sit under my 
foorstool,’ aren't you making distinctions among yourselves, and assessing people 
on evil cnteria? 
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My beloved brothers and sisters, listen: isn't it the case chat God chooses those 
who are poor as far as the world is concerned, to be rich in faith and to inheric the 
kingdom that he has promised to those who love him? But you people insule the 
poor man. Isn't it the rich who oppress you? Isn't it they who drag you off to the 
Jaw courts? Aren't they the ones who slander the noble name that God has added to 
the name you were given? 

If you are really accomplishing the royal law (‘you shall love your neighbour as 
yourself’) in accordance with Scripture, you're doing a noble deed. But if you go 
in for snobbery, youre committing sin, and you're convicted by the Torah as 
tfansgressors. For anyone who keeps the whole Torah, but stumbles over one point 
(of it], is answerable for the whole [Torah]. The One who said, “Thou shale noc 
commit adultery’ also said, “Thou shalt not kill’’’; [so] if you avoid adultery, but 
commit murder, you have become a transgressor of Torah. 

Speak and act in a way appropriate τὸ those who are judged by the law of 
freedom. For those who do not act mercifully there will be condemnation without 
mercy — mercy overrides our condemnation. 


James {like Jesus) is not afraid to be remarkably direct about what 
he sees as the hypocrisy of believers. We shiver uncomfortably at the 
comedy acted out when the affluent are treated with so much more 
warmth than the poor when they come to church, and we notice how 
this goes against Jesus’ teaching that ‘love your neighbour as yourself’ 
is the second commandment, This appears ac Matthew 22:39, and 
we notice also in our passage the echo of Matthew's fifth beatitude 
(Matthew 5:7), on being merciful, and che dramatisation of it in the 
story of the unforgiving servant in Matthew 18. 


Faich leads to action 


4-26 = Brothers and sisters, what's the use, if someone claims to have faith, but [there's] no 
action? Can faith save that person? If a fellow Christian is without clothes and 
doesn’t even have enough food for the day, and one of you says to them, ‘Go in 
peace — be warm and well fed,’ but doesn't supply their physical needs, what's the 
use? [n just the same way, faith on its own is lifeless, if ic doesnt lead co action. 

‘Aha, someone will object, youve got faith, and I've got actions.’ [All righe — | 
show me your faich, that doesn’t lead to actions, and I'll show you my faith in τῆς 
actions thar I perform. You have faith, quite rightly, chat God is one: even the 
demons have that faith — and they shudder. 

You want convincing, do you, chat faith thae doesn't Jead to action is useless? You 
really are inane! Wasnt it actions that justified our ancestor Abraham when he 
offered up his son Isaac on the altar? Do you see that faith collaborates with 
Abrahams actions, and that it is the actions chat bring faich to perfection? And the 
Scripture is Fulfilled, ‘Abraham had faith in God, and it was reckoned to him as 
righteousness ;°8 and he was called a friend of God. 


95. Leviuicus 19:18 
96. Exodus 20:14 
97, Exodus 20:13 
98. Genesis 15:6 
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Similarly the prostitute Rahab — wasn't she justified by her actions? She gave 
hospitality to the messengers, and sent them our by another roure. You see, just as 
the body is lifeless without the spirit, so faith is lifeless if it doesn’t lead to actions. 


Sometimes when ane reads this passage, it seems uncomfortably as 
though James might be attacking Paul: he uses the words ‘faith’ and 
‘works’ (or ‘actions’), and the example of Abraham, even the quotation 
of Genesis 15:6, of which Paul makes so much in Romans and 
Galatians. It was this that led Luther to dismiss James as ‘a rather 
strawy epistle’; and it may well be that James has in view some more 
extreme interpretations of Paul. Nevertheless, James and Paul are 
not too far apart. The ‘actions’ chat James has in mind are what are 
clearly demanded of all Christians: treating the brethren as human 
beings, whatever their social status, feeding the hungry, and clothing 
the naked. Paul has to tell his Corinthians about the central importance 
of the command to love. What Paul objected to was Christians 
attacking his gospel of freedom by arguing the need for Christians 
to be circumcised and observe the dietary laws and so on, not the 
obvious fact that faith may be expected to lead τὸ visible results in 
the rea] world. 

The reference τὸ demons shuddering reminds the reader of Jesus’ 
control over these shadowy enemies of the human race. Sec, for 
cxample, Matthew 8:28-34. 


Dangers of teachers, and other spin doctors 
Not many of you should become teachers, brothers and sisters, because you should 


know that we [who are teachers] will receive a harsher judgement. For all of us 
stumble in many respects; if someone does not stumble in what he says, then he is 
a perfect man, who is also able to rein in his whole body. Now if we put reins in 
horses’ mouths, to make them obey us, we also steer the horse's whole body. And 
look at ships, how big they are, and how they get driven by stiff winds: they are 
steered by a tiny rudder, wherever the pilot’s impulse determines. In juse the same 
way, the congue is a tiny part of us, and boasts of great things. Look at how a tiny 
fire can set alight a huge wood. And the tongue is a fire; che congue shows itself to 
be a world of wickedness in our limbs; it pollutes the whole body and sets fire to 
the cycle of existence, and it is set on fire by Gehenna. For all nature, beasts and 
birds, serpents and sea creacures, are being tamed and have been tamed by human 
nature. But che tongue no human being can tame: ic is a reseless evil, full of lethal 
venom. With the congue we bless our Lord and Father: with the congue we curse 
human beings, made in God's likeness. Blessing and cursing come out of the same 
mouth. Brochers and sisters, ᾿ς ought ποῖ τὸ be like chis: does a fountain pour out 
sweet and bitter from the same hole? Brothers and sisters, can a fig tree produce 
olives, or a vine figs? Nor can a salry spring produce sweet wacer. 


This is common sense, bur it is solidly within the Jewish and 
Christian traditions, and it represents ἃ wisdom of which our world 
stands in grave need. The tongue is a ciny thing, but can do immense 
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damage. James makes his point by way of illustration from horse- 
riding, navigation and fire to show how difficult ic is to control the 
tongue, and how much damage ic can do. 


True wisdom 


Who is wise and knowledgeable among you? Let that person show char his 
achievements come from a noble way of life, with the lack of pretension [that is 
appropriate to] wisdom. If, however, you have bitter partisanship and selfishness in 
vour heart, don't go boasting and telling lies against the truth. This is not the 
wisdom that comes from above: no — it is earth-bound, unspiritual, demonic. For 
where there is partisanship and selfishness, there [you get] disorder, and evil of 
every kind. The wisdom [that comes] from above, however, is, in the first place, 
pure. After char it is peaceful, gentle, obedient, full of mercy and good fruits, 
impartial and unfeigned. The fruit of righteousness is sown in peace, for those who 
make peace. 


James here contrasts ‘wisdom from below’ with ‘wisdom from above’, 
rather as one finds in Qumran’ ‘Manual of Discipline’ (many 
scholars find a link berween James and Qumran}. But we might also 
think of the virtues listed by Paul ac Galatians 5:22, 23, and their 
opposed vices (5:19-21). “Those who make peace’ may allude τὸ the 
seventh beatitude of the Sermon on the Mount (Matthew 5:9). 


Avoiding trouble in the community 


What is the source of wars, what is the source of battles in your community? Don't 
they come from the pleasures that are on active service in your limbs? You have 
desires, and you don't get what you desire; you murder and covet, and you can't 
obtain [what you want]. You go to war and battle, and you dont get, because you 
don't ask. You ask and you don't receive, because you ask in an evil way, to spend 
money on your pleasures, You are [like] adulterous women — dont you realise that 
the world’s friendship ts enmicy with God? So anyone who wants to be the world’s 
friend is a self-appointed enemy of God. Or do you think that Scripture speaks 
pointlessly? Does che Spirit which [God] has caused to live in us go in for envious 
desire? God gives greater grace. Therefore he says, “God opposes the arrogant: but 
gives grace to the humble,’ Therefore oppose the devil, and he will flee from you. 
Draw near to God and he will draw near to you. Clean your hand, sinners, and 
purify your hearts, you waverers. Be wretched, mourn and weep; ler your laughter 
be curned to mourning, and your joy to dejection. Humble yourselves in the 
presence of the Lord, and he will raise you up. Brothers and sisters, don’t slander 
each other. The one who slanders a fellow Christian slanders the Law, and 
condemns the Law; bur if you condemn the Law, you're nor a doer of the Law bur 
a judge over it! There is one Lawgiver and Judge, one who is able to save and to 
destroy; but who are you to condemn your neighbour? 


You may feel that there is not much here that you could call 
specifically Christian; you may protest that it’s all good common 


sense. Bur it is common sense that we shall do well to observe, and 
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it would have been no bad thing if Chnsuan communities down the 
ages had observed it, or if they would do so today. We know nothing 
for certain about the community chat James was addressing, but we 
may get the feeling that it was in some respects very much like our 
own. 

There seems to be an echo of the ‘Sermon on the Plain’ (see Luke 
6:25) in the instructions about laughter ruming into mouming; and 
Luke 14:11 may lie behind the injunction to ‘humble yourselves in 
the presence of the Lord’, and possibly an allusion to Matthew 
10:28 in the reference to ‘one who is able co save and to destroy’. 
And, of course, when James says, ‘you ask and you dont receive’, the 
Chnistian reader instinctively thinks of Jesus’ teachings at Matthew 
7:7-11 and Luke 11:9-13. 


Watch out, wealthy wheeler-dealers! 


4'>5* Come now, you who say, “Today or tomorrow we shall journey to such-and-such 


7 


a city, and well spend a year there, and make a profit’, when you dont know 
anything abour tomorrow. What is your life like? Yeu are mist, which appears for a 
lirtle while, chen disappears. Instead of saying, ‘If the Lord wills, we shall both live 
and accomplish this or that’, you go boasting arrogantly. All boasting of that sor is 
evil. So, then, anyone who knows what is che right thing to do and fails to do it, 
that’s a sin for them. 


Come now, you who are affluent, weep and cry aloud over che miseries chat are 
coming upon you. Your affluence has gone rotten, and your clothes have become 
food for moths; your gold and sitver has gone rusty, and their rust will [serve] as 
evidence against you, and will eat up your flesh like fire. You have stored up treasures 
in the last days. Look! The wages of the workers who harvested your lands, wages 
chat you have deprived them of, cry out against you. The cries of [your) harvesters 
have reached the ears of τῆς Lord of hosts. On earth you have lived a life of self- 
indulgence and luxury; you have fattened your hearts on the day of [your) slaughres. 
You have condemned and murdered the Just One — he does nor resist you. 


The reader cannot avoid the conclusion chat many of che community 
to which James is wrung were wealthy people who saw no connection 
berween cheir faith and the way they lived, making grandiose plans 
for new commercial enterpnses, for example, and failing to pay 
workers the wages they are owed. Not only is this foolish investment, 
since the wealth does not last; it is also exploitation of the poor, and 
will therefore be punished. Worst of all, they are doing it to (πεῖ 
himself, identified here as ‘che Just One’ (and we are reminded of 
the parable of the sheep and the goats, Matthew 25:31-46). 


Waiting for the Coming 


So, brothers and sisters, be panient unal the coming of the Lord. Look! The farmer 
waits for che valuable fruit of the earth; he is patient wich it, uncl it gets the early 
rain and che late rain. You [must] also be patient; make your hearts resolure, 
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because the coming of the Lord has drawn near. Brothers and sisters, don’t complain 
against each other, so as not to be judged. Look! The Judge is standing at the gates. 
Brothers and sisters, take the prophets who spoke in the Lord's name as examples 
of how to endure evil and how to be patient. See -- we congratulate those who 
showed endurance. You've heard of Job’s endurance, and you have seen the outcome 
[that] the Lord [brought about), because the Lord ts merciful and compassionate. 

Above al], brothers and sisters, dont swear by heaven or earch, or any other oath. 
Lec your ‘yes’ mean ‘yes, and your ‘no mean ‘no, that you may not fall under 
condemnation. 

If someone among you is in trouble, lec them pray; if someone is cheerful, let 
them sing a song of praise. If someone is sick, let them summon the elders of the 
Church, and let them pray over the person, anointing him or her with oil in the 
Lord's name, and the prayer offered in faith will save the one who is ill, and the 
Lord will raise them up. And if they have committed sins, ic will be forgiven them: 
confess your sins to cach other, and pray for each other that you may be healed. 
The prayer of a just person is effective and achieves much. Elijah was a human being 
like us, and in prayer he prayed that tt would not rain; and it didnt cain on the 
land for three and a half years! And he prayed again, and heaven gave rain, and the 
earth produced ics fruit. 

My brothers and sisters, if someone among you has wandered from the truth, 
and someone turns him back, let the person know chat one who turns a sinner 
from wandering on the road will save his soul from death, and ‘will cover a multi- 
tude of sins’. 


Whoever the group is that James was writing to, they are clearly 
Christians: see, for example, the reference to Jesus’ teaching in the 
Sermon on the Mount about swearing oaths (Matthew 5:33-37). 
They are also clearly a community who practise their fairh cogether 
and have effects on each orher (not always desirable effects, ic would 
seem). They and James would have little patience with the idea that 
‘Christianiry is something you do on your own’. James is, moreover, 
quite realistic about their difficulties, and knows that Christian 
living ts in a vartery of ways (anxiery about che end-time, or its non- 
appearance, questions about oaths, what to do about sickness and 
sinfulness in the community) quite problematic for them. This is a 
letter τὸ return to again and again. 


79. Proverbs 10:1} 
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The First Letter of Peter 


Introduction and greetings 


Peter, apostle of Jesus Christ, to the chosen exiles in the Diaspora of Pontus, 
Galatia, Cappadocia, Asia and Bithynia, according to the foreknowledge of God 
the Father, by che Holy Spirit, which leads τὸ obedience and to sprinkling with the 
blood of Jesus Christ, may grace and peace be yours in ever greater measure. 


Clearly the letter claims to be written by Peter, leader of that first 
group of Jesus companions, but the high standard of the Greek of 
this letter suggests co many scholars thac it is written in his name, 
perhaps some years after his death {which was traditionally said to 
have taken place in AD 64). The letter is a circular, addressed to five 
Churches in modern Turkey. The provinces mentioned (look at a 
map) might represent the order in which the letter was to be delivered. 


Prologue — the focus on Christ 


Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, who in accordance with 
his great mercy has caused us to be born again into a living hope, through the 
Resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead, to an incorruptible, undefiled and 
unfading inheritance, which has been preserved in heaven for you who have been 
kept safe by the power of God, through faith, for a salvation that is ready to be 
revealed at the end-time. You rejoice in him, even if you have for a little while now 
to be distressed by various trials, so chat che genuineness of your faith, more 
valuable than pold (which is perishable, yet tested in fire), may be discovered co 
lead to your praise and glory and honour at the revelation of Jesus Christ. You did 
not see Christ, but you love him; and now you believe in him without seeing him, 
and you rejoice with an inexpressible, glorious joy, as you obtain the end [to 
which] your faith [is directed], the salvation of your souls. The prophets who uttered 
their prophecies about the grace [that has been destined] for you searched for this 
salvation and inquired carefully about it; they investigated the ‘who’ and the ‘when’ 
thar the Spirit of Christ was indicating, che Spirit who predicted Christ's sufferings 
and the glory that would follow them. It was revealed to them that they were not 
doing this service for themselves, but for you, ministering to you the things chat 
have been declared to you through those who preached the gospel to you, by the 
Holy Spirit sent from heaven, at which che angels long to steal a glance. 


What can we say about this? First and foremost, the focus is on Jesus 
Christ, as long since predicted by the prophets (and peered ac by angels), 
and as subsequently risen. The Resurrection is the proclamation 
with which Peter starts. Now this is true of every document in the 
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New Testamenc, bur ic gets particular emphasis here because the 
Christians Peter is addressing either have experience of, or are likely 
to experience, ‘various trials’, and Peter is assuring them of the glory 
(watch out for the number of times chis word, or its related 
adjective, appears in this letter) that lies beyond, bur which they can 
already glimpse. In the same breath he reminds chem that God has 
Κορε them safe. 

We also learn that these Christians are of the second generation; 
they did not know Jesus personally, bur had the gospel of Jesus’ 
resurrection preached to them. And still they love him. 


Exhortation, based on their experience of Christ 


1.2 Therefore gird up the loins of your mind; be saber; have perfect hope in the 
grace that is being conferred on you at the revelation of Jesus Christe. Be like 
obedient children; don’t be conformed to the old desires [that you had when] you 
were ignorant. Instead, like che Holy One who called you, you also must be holy in 
your entire way of life, because ir is written, ‘You shall be holy, because 1 am 
holy. ' And if you call on him as Father, che one who judges impartially, in 
accordance with what cach one has done, chen live in fear for the period of your 
exile; be aware that ic was not by perishable things [like] silver or gold that you 
were redeemed from the useless way of life handed down from your ancestors. No 
— it was by the precious blood [of Christ], as of a lamb, sporless and without 
blemish, Christ, who was foreknown before the creation of the world, and then 
appeared at the end of the ages, for the sake of you who through him are faithful to 
God who raised him from the dead and gave him glory, so that your faith and hope 
is in God. 

After purifying your souls in obedience τὸ the truth, to the point of sincere love 
of your fellow Christians, love one another eagerly, having been reborn not from 
perishable procreation, but through the imperishable word of the Living and 
Abiding God. Because 


All flesh is as grass, and all its glory is as the wild flower. 
The grass withers and the flower fades, 
bur the word of the Lord remains for ever.''®! 


This ‘word’ is the good news that has been proclaimed to you. 


So set aside all evil and all guile, and insincerity and envy, and all kinds of slander 
and, like newborn babies, drink spiricual, unadulterated milk, so chat it may help 
you grow into salvation, seeing that ‘you have experienced that the Lord is kind ’.'° 


Clearly Peter thinks thac the various groups he is addressing need a 
bit of a boost (what Chnstian does not, at times?}; and notice how 
he can appeal 4) to their experience of the way their life changed 
after they met Chnist, and b) τὸ Seriprure. The final Scripture quotation 
referred originally τὸ God, bur in Greek it would sound Jike ἡ... 
that Christ is the Lord’. 


100. Leviticus 1:44, 45; 19:2 
101. Isaiah 40:6-8 
102. Psalm 34:8 
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Christ the foundation stone; and other kinds of stone 


Approach [Christ] as the Living Stone, rejected by humans, buc in God's eyes select 
and precious; and you yourselves are being built up as a spiritual house, into a 
priesthood holy [enough] to offer spiritual sacrifices to God through Jesus Christ. 
Because ic says in Scripture, ‘Look -- I am placing in Sion a cornerstone, select and 
precious; and the one who believes in him will not-be disappointed.’'°5 So to you 
who believe it is precious, but to chose who do not believe ‘a stone which the 
builders rejected; this has become the cornerstone’,'!™ and ‘a stone of stumbling 
and a rock of offence’.!®> The unbelievers stumble against che word, disbelieving as 
they were destined to do. You on the other hand are ‘a select race’,'° ‘a royal priest- 
hood, a haly nation’,'” ‘a people [that has become God's] possession’! so chat 
you may announce the glories of the One who summoned you out of darkness into 
his marvellous light; those who once were ‘No People’,' but are now the People of 
God, those who did not receive mercy, but now have received mercy. 


Here Peter puts cogether some Scripture texts on the ideas of ‘stone’ 
and ‘rock’ (ic may have occurred to his first readers that his nick- 
name meant ‘Rock’, of course). He is making several points: a) 
Christ is the foundation of Christians; b) Christ was rejected, but 
ultimately accepted; c) non-believers simply do not see τῆς point and 
will come a cropper; d) believers on the other hand are already in a 


good place. 


On living in the real world 


23-3” Beloved, I encourage you, as strangers and exiles, to keep away from sensual 


desires, which war against the soul. Maintain a noble rule of conduct among the 
Gentiles, so that when they denounce you as evildoers, they may observe [your 
conduct], because of the noble deeds that you do, and glorify God on the Day of 
Visitation. 

Be subject to every social institution on the Lords account, to the Emperor as 
supreme, to governors who are sent by him co punish evildoers and to praise those 
who do good. Because this is Gad’s will, that people who do good should silence 
the ignorance of silly human beings, like people who are free, and not making 
freedom a pretexe for evil, but [acting] as God's slaves. Give honour to everybody, 
love the Christian community, fear God, honour the Emperor. 

Staves [should] be subordinated to their masters with all reverence, and not only 
masters who are good and considerate, but also those who are harsh. For this is also 
a grace, If someone puts up with suffering sorrows unjustly, because that person Js 
aware of God, What merit is there if you endure it when you do wrong and are 
beaten? No — if you suffer after doing good and endure it, that's a grace in God's 
eyes. For this is whar you were called to, chat Christ suffered on your behalf, 


. Isaah 28:16 

. Psalm 118:22 

. Isatah 8:14 

. Isaiah 43:20 

. Exodus 19:6 

. Exodus 19:15 

. Hesea 1:10; 2:23 
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leaving behind an example, for you co follow in his footsteps. He did not commit 
sin, nor was any guile found in his mouth’.''® He was insulted, and did not return 
insults; when he suffered, he did not threaten, bur handed himself over to the One 
who judges justly. He himself offered up our sins in his body on the tree, in order 
chat we might die co sin and live to righteousness: by his wound you have been 
healed. For you were ‘wandering like sheep’,""' but now you have turned back to 
the Shepherd and Overseer of your souls. 


Wtves likewise should be subordinated co their own husbands, in order chat even if 
some of them disobey the gospel, because of the behaviour of their wives they may 
be won over without a word, when they see the reverence and purity of your lives. 
Yours must not be exterior adornment: the braiding of your hair and wearing gold 
rings or putting on cloaks. [Your adornment should be] the person hidden in the 
heart, in the incorruptibility of a gentle and quiet dispasition, which is of great value 
before God. For thar was how, once upan a time, the holy women who hoped in 
God adorned themselves, by submitting to their own husbands, as Sarah obeyed 
Abraham, calling him ‘Lord’; you were born from her, children who do good and 
do not fear any intimidation. 

Husbands likewise, who are living prudently with their wife as with a weaker 
vessel, show honour to them as fellow heirs of the free gift of life. so chae your 
prayers may not be blocked. 


In every generation, Christians have had to face the question of how 
to live in and with the prevailing culture. Are we to go quictly abour 
our business, or set up Christian communes of the like-minded, or 
bravely stand out against contemporary morals, or try to convert the 
world, or excommunicate it as hopelessly evil? The Book of Revelation 
takes the lase of these options; 1 Peter on the whole takes the finst. 
The Book of Revelation saw the Emperor and his representatives as 
utterly evil; Peter sees them as doing God's will. In different times 
and places Christians have co take a decision abour their stance 
towards secular authoriry. In my own South Africa, Christians 
respanded in very differenc ways to the government that introduced 
and mainrained the evil of apartheid. 

The fact thac Peter's longest set of remarks here is to the slaves 
may simply reflect the actual composition of the communities to 
which he was writing, If they were largely slaves who had no realistic 
prospect of obtaining theic freedom, but who found hope and 
inspiration in the weekly meetings of Christians, then this may be 
the best advice: put up with unjust punishment (that happens) and 
keep your cyes on Christ. Peter then underlines this with what may 
be a hymn, filled with scriprural allusions about the example of 
Jesus. 

The instruction to wives to be ‘subordinated’ rings less comfortably 
in our ears; but equality of the sexcs was something unheard of in 
that world, although we should notice that Peter clearly believes in 
such equaliry. For all this calk of ‘weaker vessels’ (which may be 
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alluding to the physical facts of che relative strength of men and women), 
he is quite clear that women are co-heirs with their husbands. 


How to cope with persecution and other difficulties 


22 Finally, all [of you should be] of one mind, sympathetic, loving the brothers and 
sisters, compassionate, humble-minded, not returning evil for evil, or abuse for 
abuse; on the contrary, [you should) bless [others] — because that is what you were 
called for, to inheric a blessing, 


‘For the one who wants to love life and see good umes, 
should restrain his tongue from evil 
and his lips from speaking treachery. 
They should curn away from evil and do good. 
They should seek peace and pursue it. 
For the Lord’s eyes are on the just, 
and his ears on their petition. 
The Lord's face is against those who do evil!" 


And who will harm you if you become ardent for what is good? And even if you 
were to suffer because of righteousness — congratulations: 

Do not be disturbed by fear of them. Treat the Lord Christ as holy in your 
hearts, always ready co give an explanation to everyone who asks you for an 
account of the hope char is in you; but do ic gently, and with respect, with a clear 
conscience, in order that those who slander your good way of life in Christ may be 
embarrassed on the very point on which you are being slandered. For it is better to 
suffer (if that is what God wants} as people who do good than as evildoers. 

Because Christ also suffered once, for sins, a jusc person on behalf of the unjust, 
in order to bring you to God; he was put to death in the Hesh but brought to life in 
the Spirit; and in the Spirit he also went and proclaimed to the spirits in prison, to 
those who had once been disobedient, when God patiently waited, in che days of 
Noah, when the Ark was being prepared, into which a few (that is, eight people) 
were brought safely through, by means of water. And water now saves you coo, 
who are the anti-cype [of Noah and his company], that is the water of baptism, 
[which is} not putting off physical dirt, but is an appeal to God, proceeding from a 
clear conscience, through the resurrection of Jesus Christ, who is at che right hand 
of God, having made che journey into heaven, once the angels and authorities and 
powers were made subject τὸ him. 


Here Peter offers some practical help, which would be useful for 
those who face religious persecution {and it seems thar some at least 
of thase to whom he is writing may be suffering in this way); but ic 
would also be helpful for the slaves and wives, mentioned not long 
ago, if they were experiencing the kind of oppression to which 
patriarchal seciery tends τὸ expose them. Notice that the instructions 
here have three elements: they have a basis in the Old Testament; 
they are linked to the gospel (the congratulacions to chose who 
suffer for righteousness echoes Matthew 5:10); and they relate, as all 
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Christian living must, to Christ's death and resurrection. There is 
also the slightly mysterious reference to Christ preaching to the 
‘spirits in prison’; scholars are divided as to whether these are the 
pre-Christian dead or imprisoned angels. Either way, Peter's readers 
are invited to share in Christ's victory, as he goes on ta demonstrate. 

Some scholars read chis paragraph as evidence that 1 Peter is a 
homily addressed to those who are about to be baptised. Notice che 
author's understanding of baptism: ic is not juse a matter of water. 
and being clean, but of direct access to God, and profoundly 


connected wich che Resurrection. 


Christians must expect to be different 

Therefore, since Christ has suffered in che flesh, you also [should] arm yourselves 
with che same frame of mind, because the one who has suffered in the Mesh is free 
from sin, so thar for che time chat remains in che flesh he lives no longer by human 
longings, but by the will of God. Let che time chat has elapsed be sufficient for 
people who live cheir lives in debauchery, passions, drunkenness, carousing, drinking 
parties, and unlawful idolatry to accomplish what che Gentiles like ta do. They are 
surprised when you do not rush with chem into the same flood of dissipation; they 
slander you, buc chey will [have co] give an account to the one who is ready to 
judge the living and the dead. This was why che gospel was preached co the dead. 
so that alchough they may have been condemned as human beings in the flesh, 
they may live the life of God in the Spint. 

The end of everything has drawn near. So keep your heads and be sober for your 
prayers. Before everything else, have an eager love for one another, because ‘love 
covers a multitude of sins’.''> Be hospitable co each other, without grumbling, each 
one giving the same service to others as they have received che gift, like good 
stewards of God's multi-coloured grace. If someone speaks, lec them speak as 
though it were God’s words; if someone serves, then [do it] from che resources thar 
God endows, so that in every respect God may be glorified through Jesus Christ, to 


whom is the glory and the power for ever and ever. Amen, 


Christians march ro the bear of a different drum, What marks us 
out is the relagonship with Christ, and we should both expect and 
desire to share his experiences. This will not necessarily win us friends 
from among thase for whom Christ is not equally important. Also 
Christians live according to a different time-frame: “The end of 
everything has drawn near.’ Human relations, especially within che 
Christian community, and everything chat they do, should be seen 
from this perspective. 


Suffering with Christ is a privilege 

My beloved, don't get surprised (as though something strange were happening to 
you) at the ordeal by fire with which you ase being tested. Instead, rejoice as you 
share Christ's sufferings, so that you may rejoice and exult ac the revelation of his 


113. Proverbs 10:12 


526 


5 1-4 


THE FIRST LETTER OF PETER 5 


glory. Congratulations if you are reviled in Christ’s name, because the Spirit of 
Glory and of God rests upon you. For let none of you suffer as a murderer or a 
chief or an evildger or as a busybody. But if it is as a Christian that a person suffers, 
let them not be embarrassed, but glorify God on the grounds of this name. Because 
it is time for the judgement co begin with God's household; and if it begins with 
you, what will be che end, for those who disobey Gaod’s gospel? And if ‘the just 
person is scarcely saved, where shall the impious and the sinner appear’?!'4 So chose 
who suffer according to the will of God should entrust their lives co cheir trust- 
worthy Creator, by doing good. 


We may feel a little uncomfortable at the idea that suffering is what 
God wants for us; but Peter ts writing to Christians who (like Christians 
ever since) are enduring suffering, and they need to find some 
landmarks in che storm. The idea that Christ has been there before 
us is undeniably helpful, as is the careful distinction berween suffering 
as a Christian and suffering because of crimes that we have com- 
mitted. 


All encouraged to live as a community in the face of persecution 


So I encourage those who are elders among you; | am a colleague of theirs 
in this office, and I have my share in the glory that is going to be revealed. 
Shepherd the flock of God that is among you, overseeing them nor under 
compulsion but voluntarily, in God’s way, wholeheartedly racher than out of desire 
for dishonest gain, and not like people who lord tt aver their allotted portions [of 
the Hock], but acting as models for τῆς Hock. And with che appearance of the Chief 
Shepherd you will receive the unfailing crown of glory. Younger people, likewise, 
submit to the elders; all of you [should] clothe yourselves with humility, because 
God ‘is opposed co the arrogant, but τὸ che humble he gives grace ’.'"® 

Therefore be humbled under God's powerful hand, that he may raise you up at 
the right me, throwing all your cares on to God, because God is concerned for 
you. Be sober, stay awake, for your opponent, che devil, like a roaring lion goes 
abour seeking someone to pobble up. Resise him, firm in the faith, knowing that 
che same kinds of suffering are laid upon [all] the Christian communiry. And the 
God of all grace, who invites you τὸ his eternal glory in Christ Jesus, after you have 
suffered for a little while, will himself restore you, and give you support, strength, 
and a secure foundation. To him be the power for ever, Amen, 


Clearly these groups are facing persecution of some kind; and Peter 
invites them to draw together as a communiry in the face of the 
threac, The office-bearers (‘elders’) must unselfishly look after chem 
all, and the younger ones also have cheir part to play. Notice how 
Peter brings chem back, again and again, to God (while darkly remind- 
ing them of the activity of the Opponent, the devil) — but overall 
the tone is one of quiet confidence. 
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Final greetings and encouragement 


I write co you briefly, I chink, chrough Silvanus, chat faichful brother, encouraging 
[you} and cestifying that it is the grace of God in which you stand. The Elect 
[Church] here in ‘Babylon greets you, as does my son Mark. Greet each other with 
the kiss of love. 

Peace co all of you who are in Christ. 


In these final words, we learn (it seems) that ‘Peter’ wrote through a 
secretary, Silvanus, which in the view of some scholars would 
explain the high standard of Greek in the letter (and perhaps his 
apparent uncertainty as to whether or not he has been brief’). The 
reference to ‘my son Mark’ has often been interpreted as a reference 
to the author of the second Gospel -- but we know far too little about 
what lies behind the reference to either of these names to make any 
very confident claims. Presumably Peters addressees knew a pood 
deal more. ‘Babylon’ is almost certainly Rome, as in the Book of 
Revelation. The letter comes to a calm and firm end. 
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Introduction 


Symeon Peter, a servanc and apostle of Jesus Christ, to chose who have been allotted 
a faith equal co ours, through the righteousness of our God and Saviour Jesus 
Christ, may grace and peace be multiplied for you through the knowledge of God 
and of Jesus our Lord. 


The Greek of this letrer is so different from chat of First Peter (and 
we shall try to make this clear in the translation) that very few 
scholars regard che cwo letters as having been written by the same 
author. It is possible chat a scribe who was given a good deal of latitude 
wrote it under Peter's direction. Or perhaps it was written τὸ ‘say 
what Peter would be telling us today’, some time after his death. In 
many ways (the self-identification of che author, the prayer for 
‘grace and peace’, and the echo of Titus 1:3 in the phrase ‘our God 
and Saviour Jesus Chrisc) chis resembles the opening of a Pauline 
letter. It is clearly, chough, intended to claim Peter, leader of the Twelve, 
as its author; and the way the word ‘righteousness’ is used here is 
quite different from the way Paul uses ic in Romans and Galatians. 


The overture 


Since divine power has bestowed everything on us that [we need] for life and for 
godliness, through the knowledge of the One who called us by his own glory and 
power, through which the precious and sublime promises have been freely given to 
us, so that chrough these you may become sharers in the divine nature and escape 
the destruction chat is in the world because of lust. 

And for this very reason make every effort to add virtue co your faith, and know- 
jedge to your virtue, and self-control to your knowledge, and endurance to your 
self-control, and godliness to your endurance, and affection for the communiry to 
your godliness, and love to your affection for che community. For if these chings 
are yours, and if they are on the increase, they make you productive and fruichil, 
and [lead you] to the knowledge of our Lord Jesus Chrise. You see, if anyone lacks 
these things, chey are short-sighted to the point of blindness, oblivious of the purif- 
cation of their sins [which they received] long ago. Therefore, brothers and sisters, 
be all the more eager to make your calling and your election secure. For if you do 
this, you will never, ever stumble. That is how your entry into the eternal kingdom 
of our Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ will be amply provided for. 

Therefore 1 am always going to remind you about these things, even though you 
know [them] and are confirmed in them by the truth that has come to you. I think 
it proper, for as long as | am in this tent, to give you a wake-up call by way of 
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reminder, knowing that the ame for me τὸ put off chis cent u soon, as our Lord 
Jesus Christ revealed to me; and 1 shall make every effort that on every occasion 
you may be able to remember these things, after my death. 


Peter (for so we shall call him) is quite clearly anxious that those he 
is writing to should ποι ge wrong in any way, although we only 
form the vaguest possible impression of what he fears might happen 
two them. Jesus Chiist is absolutely essenaal co his and their crpenence, 
and he does nor want them to lose any of their enthusiasm. We also 
ποῖος a possible reference to 2 Corinthians 5:1} in the reference τὸ 
‘purang off the tent’, and quite likely also to John 21:18, 19 in che 
phrase ‘as Our Lord Jesus Christ revealed to me’. 


Peter the eyewitness 

You see, we were not following cunningly concocted myths when we revealed to 
you the powerful presence of Our Lord Jesus Christ. No -- we had seen his majesty 
for ourselves. For be received honour and glory from God the Father, when such a 
powerful voice came from the Sublime Glory. “This is my beloved Son in whom | 
am wel] pleased’.''® And we heard this voice ourselves coming from heaven when 
we were with him on che holy mountain. And we have the prophetic word, which 
is all che more reliable; you do well when you pay attenuon to it, as τὸ ἃ lamp 
shining in a dark place, unal the day dawns, and the moming star rises in your 
hearts. Know chis first, chat no prophecy in Scriprure is a matter of one's own intet- 
pretation. For prophecy was never hrought about by che will of human beings; no 
— human beings gave utterance when they were borne along by the Holy Spirit 
from God. 


Here there is an expliat daim to be wrung as or in the name of 
Peter the Apostle, eyewitness to the Transfiguration. Many readers 
fee] discomfon at so palpable an attempt co deceive (if Peter was nor 
in some sense che author of this lecter) and argue for a secretary 
wriding in his name. 

Νοῦοε the appeal co the ‘prophetic word’: this could either be τῆς 
Old Testament prophecies, or ‘what jesus is saying op us today’, enabling 
Christians τὸ keep faithful as they await Jesus’ retum. Notice, τοῦ, 
the lovely image of the lamp thar keeps going chrough τῆς night 
und) che light comes. There is also an uncase, perhaps a sign of che 
growing insticudenalisation of the Church. at the notion of 
interpreung Scripture just 25 people please: che important ching ἐς 
to listen for che voice of God. 


Beware of fakes 


There arose false prophets among the people, just as dhere will be false teachers 
among you, who will smuggle in destructrye heresies, and deny the Master who 


bought them, bringing rapid desaruction upon themselves. Many people will follow 
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their debaucheries, and because of them the way of truth will be reviled. In their 
rapacicy, they will exploit you with fabricated words; their condemnation (long 
since uttered) is not idle, their destruction is noc asleep. 


Here we have a profound awareness that not just any expression of 
Christianicy will do. There are frauds, whom you can detect by their 
immoral way of life -- and they will get their come-uppance. 
Christianicy has always had to look very carefully at new expressions 
of the faith, and test whether or not they ring true. In this case, the 
frauds are evidently peddling (‘spinning’) a false view of Jesus. This 
is the beginning of a passage (going down τὸ 3:3) chat ‘Peter’ has 
evidently borrowed from the Letter of Judas, or from a document to 
which both authors had access. 


God will look after you, even if you live in a wicked society 
(proved from Scripture) 


For if God did not spare angels who sinned, but consigned them co hell, handing 
them over ro the chains of the netherworld, [where] chey are kept under guard to 
await condemnation; and if God did not spare the ancient world, but preserved 
Noah and his eight-man crew as a herald of righteousness, when he brought the 
Flood on the world of the impious; and if he reduced the cities of Sodom and 
Gomorrah to ashes, chen condemned them to destruction, setting up their condem- 
nation as an example to those who were poing to commit impieties, and delivered 
righteous Lot, who was oppressed by the lifescyle of the immoral and the debauched 
(you see, the righteous man tormented his righteous soul by what he saw and 
heard, living among them day after day) then the Lord knows how to rescue the 
ungodly ftom their crial, and τὸ keep the unrighteous under punishment until τῆς 
Day of Judgement, especially those who go after the flesh, desiring pollution and 
despising the Lordship. They are arrogant and audacious, not afraid to revile che 
glorious ones, whereas angels who are greater in might and power do not bring a 
defamatory judgement against chem from the Lord. 


Peter evidently had particular targets in mind, and presumably 
those he was writing to knew what he was talkang abour. We can 
only guess, on the basis of what he cells us; but it looks as though he 
has in mind people whose way of life is immoral (in not very 
specific ways, but perhaps chere is a hint of sexual aberrations) and 
has an uncomfortable effece on Peter's addressees; and perhaps chey 
have unsatisfactory views about the ‘glorious ones’ (but since we 
cannot be quite sure who they are, that does not advance us by very 
much). If in any case this material is borrowed from elsewhere, we 
are in an even less satisfactory position. 


All-out assault on the enemy 


These people [are] like irrational animals, creatures of instinct born to be captured 
and killed. They blaspheme in matters that they know nothing about; they will be 
destroyed just like the animals, suffering damage in recompense for the damage 
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they have done, regarding their daytime carousing as a pleasure; they are dis- 
hgurements and blemishes as chey revel in their love feasts (or, according τὸ some 
manuscripts: deceptions’), and as chey share cheir feasting with you. Their eyes are 
full of adultery, never abstaining from sin; they seduce unstable souls; cheir hearts 
are trained in avarice; they are offspring of the curse. They have abandoned the 
direct road and have lost cheir way; they followed the way of Balaam, son of Beor, 
who loved the reward of unrighteousness, but received the rebuke of his own 
lawlessness: a dumb beast of burden, speaking in a human voice, prevented the 
prophet's folly. These people are waterless wells; they are mists driven by a storm; 
deep darkness is reserved for them. They urter arrogant folly, and with debauched 
desires of the Hesh they entice those who barely escape from the people who live in 
error. They promise chem freedom, bur are themselves slaves of destruction (for if 
someone is defeated by anything, they are its slaves). You see, if they have escaped 
the world’s dehlement by knowing our Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ, buc then get 
defeated by getting entangled in them again, their ‘last state’ would have become 
‘worse chan the first’! For i¢ would have been better for them not to have known 
the way of righteousness rhan to have known it and then to curn back from che 
holy commandment handed down co them. What happened to them was the truth 
of che proverb: ‘A dog returning to its own vomit and a washed pig rolling in 
mud.”)!" 


Who are the enemy that Peter has in mind? Clearly he views them 
wich extreme misgivings. They are apparently close to the people to 
whom he is writing, and were evidently Christians at some stage, 
but are so no Jonger (at least in Peter's view); and it is not so much 
cheir beliefs char he objects to as their dissipated behaviour. We have 
not, of course, heard ‘the enemy's’ version of events. 

The contrast of ‘the last state’ with ‘the Grst’ is, clearly, an allusion 
to Macthew 12:45. 


Don’t be fooled — the end is coming 


Beloved, | am writing this second Jetrer to you. In both letters I [have been trying 
to] arouse your sincere understanding by way of a reminder, to remind you of the 
words spoken in advance by the holy prophets and the command (from your 
apostles) of the Lord and Saviour. Know this first and foremost, that in the last 
days mockers will come mocking, living in accordance with their own desires, and 
saying, ‘Where is his promised coming? For from the day when your ancestors 
died, everything remains just as it was from the beginning of creation.’ They deliber- 
atcly let the fact pass them by that the heavens and the earth long ago came into 
mustence, out of water and through water by the word of God, through which the 
world as it chen existed was flooded by water and destroyed. 

Beloved, dont Jet chis face pass you by, chat for che Lord a single day is like a 
thousand years, and a thousand years like a single day. The Lord is not being slow 
in his promise (as some people think of slowness). No — he is being patient with 
you; he doesnt want any of you to be lost. He wane all of you to reach repentance. 
The Day of the Lord will come like a thief. On that day, che heavens will pass away 
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wich a thunderous roar, and the elemenrs will burn and be dissolved, and che earth, 
and che works that take place in it, shal! be discovered. 


An issue that seems to have dominated τῆς early Church was chat of 
the expectation, apparently going back to Jesus himself, that the end 
was coming quite soon. But it didn’t happen, and thar inevitably 
meant that people raised questions abour ic. Peter is determined to 
hang on co his view that it is still on its way; whac matters is a) the 
reliability of God, and b) {closely connected) the reliability of the 
prophers. Perer’s answer to the delay is a double one: Arst, God does 
not see time as we see it; second, God is giving us all time to repent. 
But, he says, don’t be fooled: che Day of Judgement is coming, 


So keep living properly, to the very end 


So when all these things fall apart, what sort of people must you be? (People who 
live] holy and godly lives, eagerly waiting for the coming of the day of God, 
because of which the heavens will be dissolved in Hames, and the elements melt 
and burn. Let us wait for ‘new heavens and a new earth’,''® in accordance with his 
promise, where righteousness dwells. 


Given the imminence of the Day of Judgement, Peter is anxious ta 
make sure that they are not cemprted by the world around them. 
Whecher he thought them particularly prone to backsliding we 
cannot really say; bur he wants them to stay on the right pach, and 
he does not mind if a certain healthy fear is part of cheir stimulus in 
the direction of correct behaviour. 


Final exhortation 


So, beloved, as you wait for these things, make every effore to be found spotless 
and stainless, in peace; and think of Our Lord's patience as salvation, That was 
how our beloved brother Paul wrote to you, in accordance with the wisdom chat 
was given him, speaking of these things, as he does in all his letters. [ἡ chese letrers 
there are some things chat are obscure, which uneducated and unstable people 
distort (as they do with other scriptures), τὸ their own destruction. 

So, beloved, you know it in advance; be on your guard. Don't be led away by che 
error of the ungodly, and drift away from [the source of} your own stability, but 
grow in the grace and knowledge of Our Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ. To him be 
the glory now and to the day of eternity. Amen. 


Peter retains his sense of urgency to the very end, bur he is madden- 
ingly vague about precisely what he expects of his addressees. 

We notice that Peter already knows Paul's letters, apparently as a 
collection, and perhaps also as something to be regarded as ‘Scripture’, 
although the word can also mean ‘writings’. Possibly one of Paul's 
letters was written to whomsoever Peter is addressing, though it ts 
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hard to be sure which letter Peter has in mind here. Quite correctly 
he points to the difficulty of understanding some of what Paul 
writes, very likely wich regard co the end-time. 

As so often in the New Testament, the author ends by giving 
glory τὸ Jesus, in terms that put him on τῆς same level as God. 
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The prologue 


What was from the beginning, what we have heard, what we have seen with our 
eyes, what we beheld, and our hands touched, with regard to the Word of Life: and 
the Life appeared, and we saw, and we bear witness, and we are announcing to you 
the Ecernal Life chac was with the Father and appeared τὸ us. What we have heard 
and seen, we are announcing also to you, in order char you also may have com- 
munion with us; and our communion is with the Father and with his son, Jesus 
Christ. And we are writing chese things in order that our joy may be fulfilled. 


What kind of a document is 1 John? It does nor ar all look like a 
letter, and some scholars regard it as a kind of cheological com- 
mentary on the Gospel of John, perhaps intended τὸ affirm the full 
humanicy of Christ, which readers of rhe Fourth Gospel may have 
been inclined to underplay. You can hear the echoes of John’s 
Gospel here: ‘from the beginning’, ‘Word’, ‘Life’, “Eternal Life’, and 
the references to Father and Son. Bur the Word and the Life are not 
here explicitly presented as ‘incarnate’ to quite the same extent as 
they were in the Prologue to the Gospel. The reader should keep 
open the question of what | John is trying to do. 

Notice the word that I have translated as ‘communion’. The 
Greek word ts &otnenta, and it is a very important [468 in the New 
Testament. Ic can also be translated as ‘fellowship’, ‘union’, ‘partner- 
ship, community, and ‘solidarity. I have translated it here as ‘com- 
munion in order to stress the importance of the chain that runs: 
Father-Son-cthe author-the readers. 


The message 


And this is the message that we have heard from him, and which we pass on to 
you, that God is light, and chat in God there is no darkness at all. lf we claim τὸ 
have communion with God and we are walking in darkness, [then] we are lying, 
and nor performing the truth. But if we are walking in the light, as God is in che 
light, we have communion with each other, and the blood of Jesus his Son purifies 
us from all sin. 

If we say that we have no sin, we are deceiving ourselves, and the truth is not in 
us. If we admic our sins, God is faichful and jusc in forgiving us [our] sins, and 
purifying us from all unrighteousness. If we claim that we have noc sinned, we turn 
God into a liar, and his Word is not in us. 
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There are two points here at which che epistle is different from the 
Fourth Gospel. First, here it is God who is light, whereas in the Gospel 
of John ic was the Incarnate Word. Second, there is the emphasis on 
Jesus’ blood. Each of these represents a subtle shift in the direction 
of stressing the humanity of Jesus, and a corresponding down- 
playing of his divinity. The stress on che face of our sinfulness may 
suggest that the opponents whom this epistle has in mind nat only 
over-emphasised Jesus divinity at the expense of his humanicy. but 
also claimed not to be sinners (and therefore not to stand in need of 
the death of Jesus}. We may also notice that it is hard to decide 
whether or not to capitalise the word ‘Word’: does the author have 
in mind the ‘message’ or Jesus, che ‘Word [ncarnate”? 


What Jesus does 


My children, I am writing these things in order chat you should not sin. And [yet] 
if anyone does sin, we have a Paraclete before the Father, Jesus Christ the Just One. 
And he is an expiation-sacrifice for our sins, and not just for our sins, but for 
[those of] che whole world. 


John combines here a desire that people should noc sin, with an 
awareness thac in face chey do. He describes Jesus here as the 
‘Paraclete’ (Advocate, Prisoner's Friend), a role which in the Fourth 
Gospel was Alled by the Holy Spirit. And, once again, the author 
insists On Jesus humanity (‘the Just One’) and on his death {the 
‘expiation-sacrifice’). He also looks ourwards to ‘the whole world’, 
whereas in certain moods (see, for example, the Last Supper Discourse 
in John 13-17) che Fourth Gospel tends to concentrate more on the 


beleaguered little group from which the Gospel emerged. 


The test of knowing Jesus 


And this is how we know that we have come to know him, if we keep his 
commandments. The one who says ‘| have come to know him’ and does not keep 
his commandments is a liar, and che truth is not in that person. But whoever keeps 
Jesus’ word, God's love is made perfect in thar person. This is how we know chat 
we are in [Jesus]. Anyone who says that they remain in him should themselves walk 


as he walked. 


Here, in language profoundly reminiscent of John’s great Last 
Supper Discourse (Gospel of John, Chapters 13-17}, we are given 
the test whereby we can find out if someone really knows Jesus: Do 
they ‘keep his command’ (14:21 etc.)? Do they have truth in them 
(8:44)? Do they ‘remain in Jesus’ (15:1-10)? 


Walking in the light and in the darkness 


Beloved, it is not a new commandment thar ] am writing to you — it is [the] old 


one, which you had from the beginning. The old commandment is the word that 
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you heard. Again I am writing a new commandment for you, which is true both in 
him and in you, because the darkness is passing and the true light is already 
shining. Anyone who says they are in the light and who hates their brocher or sister 
is In darkness uncil the present moment. The one who loves their brother or sister 
remains in the light, and there is no occasion of stumbling in that person. But the 


one who hates cheir brother or sister 1s in the darkness, and walks in the darkness, and 
they do noc know where they are going, because the darkness has blinded their eyes. 


The charming tradition that | John was written by the evangelist as 
an old man presumably cakes its origin from passages such as this, 
where there may seem to be confusion (is it a new or an old com- 
mandment?) and repetition, For the same reason, it is desperately 
difficult to be confident about the structure of the letter. But we can 
at least say that there are unmistakable echoes of the Gospel. 


To various sectors of the community 


Ϊ am writing to you, ehildren, because your sins have been forgiven for his name's 


sake. 


I am writing to you, fathers, because you have come co know the One who was 
from the beginning. 


[ am wriring to you, young men, because you have conquered the evil one. 
I write co you, children, because you have come to know che Father. 


I write to you, farhers, because you have come to know the One who was from the 


beginning. 


I write τὸ you, young men, because you are strong, and God’s word remains in you, 
and you have conquered the evil one. 


It is probably better not ro press the text too hard here, and find 
differences between the various exhortations, appropriate to che 
different addressees, Note that the word that I have translated ‘because’ 
could also mean ‘that’ (with, oddly enough, not very much difference 
in meaning). Notice also that the ‘One who was from the begin- 
ning could be God or Jesus; probably the latter makes the best sense. 


The World’s desire 


Do not love the world, nor the things that are in the world. If someone loves the 
world, the love of the Father is not in that person; because everything that is in the 
world, the desire of the Hesh and the desire of the eyes, and the ostentatious way of 
life, are not from the Father — they are from che world. And the world is passing 
away, and so does its desire; but the one who does God's will remains for eterniry. 


In the gospel, che warld is very often (as here} a symbol of what is 
opposed to God. Sometimes, though, as in “God so loved the world, 
it has a more positive sense. Here, it is uniformly negative in 
meaning. 
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Traitors in the community 


Children, it is the final hour, and as you have heard της Anti-Christ is coming, so 
now many Anti-Christs have appeared; chat is how we know thar it ts the final 
hour. They wenc out from us, buc they were not of our number. For if they had 
been of our number, they would have remained with us. Buc [this happened] that 
they might be shown up as noc of our number. 


In chis passage, it seemed a good idea to hyphenate ‘Anti-Christ’, 
because che idea is not so much that of an opposing, alternative 
Messiah; it is rather, as che following passage indicates, that some people, 
once of the Johannine community but now its opponens, are denying 
{among other chings) that Jesus ts the Christ or Messiah. 


Truth and falsehood in the community 


And you have anointing from the Holy one; and you all know. I do nor write to 
you because you do πος know che Truth, but because you do know it, and no lic 
belongs co the Truch. Who is the Liar, if not che one who denies that Jesus is the 
Christe? That is che Anti-Christ, che one who denies the [relationship of] the Father 
and che Son. Anyone who denies the Son Lacks che Father also; she one who 
acknowledges the Son has the Father also. 

As for you — what you heard from τῆς beginning, let it remain in you. If whac 
you heard from the beginning remains in you, you also remain in the Son and in 
the Father. And this is the promise that he promised you: Erernal Life. 


John's claim is chat those who have left the community have gone 
against what thcy ‘heard from the beginning’. In particular, they 
have denied that Jesus is the Messiah, and tried to drive a wedge 
between Father and Son. Interestingly, the word chat [ have translated 
as ‘anointing’, here and in the following section, is dasely related to 
the word ‘Christ’. 

The goal of this lerter is che same as that of τῆς Gospel: Erernal 
Life (see John 20:31; 5:24 εἰς). 


Remain in him 

1 write this with regard to those who are misleading you. And as for you, the 
anointing which you received from him remains among you, and you have no 
need for anyone τὸ teach you; bur as his anointing teaches you abour everything, 
and is true and not a lie, and as he caughe you, remain in him. 

And now, children, remain in him, in order that when he appears we may have 
confidence and not be embarrassed and shrink from him when he comes. If you 
know that he ts nghteous, you know that everyone who performs nightcousness is 
born of him. 


The language w familiar from the Gospel (look at 15:1-10, for 


example), and from what we have seen hitherto in che episce; but ir 
is very hard to be precise about what che auchor has in mind. The 
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invitation is evidently co stay within che community, and to live 
appropriately, but we cannot confidently say much more than that. 


The mystery of love and sin in the community 


See what great love the Father has given us, that we might be called children of 
God; and we are! This is the reason chat the world does not know us, that it did 
not know him. Beloved, as it is we are children of God; and it has not yet appeared 
what we shall be. We know that when he appears we shail be like him, because we 
shall see him as he is. And everyone who has this hope in him purifies himself or 
herself, just as he is pure. 

Everyone who does sin also does lawlessness; and sin is lawlessness. And you 
know thar he has appeared in order to take away sin; and there is no sin in him. 
Everyone who remains in him does not sin, Everyone who sins has fatled to see 
him or co know him. 

Children -- don’t let anyone lead you astray. The one who does righteousness is 
righteous, precisely as he is righteous. The one who does sin comes from the devil, 
because the devil has been sinning since the beginning. This was why the Son of 
God appeared, to undo the devil's works. No one who is born of God does sin, 
because his seed remains in that person, and chat person cannot sin, because they 
are born of God. This is how τὸ distinguish the Children of God and the Children 
of the devil. Everyone who fails to do righteousness does not belong to God, and 
[likewise] everyone who fails to love their brother or sister. 


Once again, we can see the kind of thing chat John ts saying, 
without knowing quite how ir all hangs cogether. At times it is very 
hard to be sure whether the ‘he’ of whom the author speaks is God 


or Jesus. [he reader can decide which che author has in mind. 


The Message is: love not hate 


Because this is the message which you heard from the beginning, that we should 
love each other, nor like Cain, who was of the evil one, and slaughtered his brother. 
And why did he slaughter him? Because his works were evil, while his brother's 
works were just. 

Brothers and sisters, don’t be surprised if the world hates you. We know that we 
have transferred from death to life, because we love the brorhers and sisters. The 
one who fails ro love remains in [the realm of] death. Everyone who hates their 
brocher or sister is a murderer — and you know chat no murderer has eternal life 
remaining in them. This ts how we have come to know [what] love [is], that he laid 
down his life for our sakes — and we in our turn should lay down our lives for our 
brothers and sisters. If someone who has worldly goods sees their brother or sister 
in need, and closes their heart to them, how does the love of God remain in them? 
Children — let's nor love [just] with a word or [just] with [our] tongue; let's love in 
deed and in truch. 


It is a perfectly reasonable assumption that our faith should make a 
visible difference. We should expect opposition, from those opposed 
to God; but likewise people should expect to see in us a life, and a 
policy about actions, that fr the gospel that we proclaim. 
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How do we know? 


And this 1s how we shall know that we are of the truth, and in his presence we shall 
reassure our heart, whatever our heart may accuse us of, that God is greater chan 
our heart, and knows everything. Beloved, if the heart does not condemn us, we 
have confidence before God, and whatever we ask we receive from him, because we 
keep his commandments and do what is pleasing before him. And this is his 
commandment, that we believe in the name of his son Jesus Christ, and love each 
other, just as he gave us [the] command. And the one who keeps his command- 
ments remains in him and he in that person. This is how we know that he remains 
among us, from the Spirit chat he gave us. 


John is endeavouring here co give his readers confidence, in language 
that makes us think of the Fourth Gospel: ‘we shall know that we 
arc of the truch’ (John19:37); ‘whatever we ask we receive from him’ 
(14:13); ‘we do what is pleasing before him’ (8:29); ‘love each other’ 
(15:17}; ‘remains in him, and he in thac person’ (6:56). It is clear 
that che letter and the Gospel come from the same circles, if not 
necessarily from the same author. 

What does the ‘Spirit’ do, according to this passage? (Read it 


carefully). 


The critical importance of Jesus’ humanity; telling the spirits apart 
Beloved, dont believe every spirit. Instead, test the spirits [to see] if they come 
from God, because many fake prophets have come out into the world. This is how 
you know the Spirit of God: every spirit that acknowledges Jesus Christ as having 
come in the Hesh is from God. And every spirit that does not acknowledge Jesus is 
not from God; and chis is che spiric of che Anu-Chreist; you have heard that he is 
coming — well, now he is already in the world. You are from God, children, and 
you have conquered them, because the Onc who is among you is greater than the 
one who is in the world. They are from the world, [and] because of this they speak 
from the world, and the world hears them. We are from God, and the One who is 
from God listens to us; the one who is not from God docs nat listen to us. This is 
how we know the Spirit of truth and the spirit of deception. 


One of the standing anxieties of John’s audicnce seems to be the 
question: how can we be swre? His answer is to distinguish God 
(truth) and the world (deception), convincing perhaps more by the 
atmosphere he creates chan by the compelling logic of his answer. 
Notice also the characteristic insistence on the key issue of Jesus’ 
humanity. 


The absolute cencrality of love 


Beloved, let us love each other, because love is from God. And everyone who loves 
is born of God and knows God. The one who does not love does not know God, 
because God is love. This is che way chat che love of God appeared among us, that 
God sent his only Son into the world, chat we might live through him. Love 
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consists in this: not that we have loved Gad, bur that God loved us and sent his 
Son as an offering for our sins. Beloved, if God loved us in this way, we in our turn 
should love each other. 


The root word ‘love’ appears (in different forms) no less chan 
thirteen times in these five verses; and the basic model is the prior 
love of God, to which we subsequently respond. 


Loving God means loving the community 


No one has ever seen God. If we lave each other, God remains in us, and his love is 
made perfect in us. This is how we know that he remains in us and we remain in 
him, that he has given us of his Spirit, And we have seen and have borne witness 
that che Father has sent his Son as the Saviour of the world. Whoever acknowledges 
that Jesus is the Son of God, God remains in that person, and chat person in God. 
And we have come to know and to believe the Jove which God has among us. God 
is love; and the one who remains in love remains in God — and God remains in 
them. This is how love is made perfect with us, chac we might have confidence on 
the Day of Judgement, that just as he is, so also we are in this world. Fear is nota 
part of love — instead perfect love expels fear, because fear involves punishment, 
and the one who fears is not made perfect in love. We love because he loved us 
first. If someone says ‘I love God’ and hates their brocher or sister, chey are a liar. 
Because the one who fails to love their brother or sister (whom they have seen!) 
cant possibly love God (whom they havent seen!). And we have this 
commandment from him, chat the one who loves God should also love their 
brother or sister. 


Once again the language echoes chat of the Fourth Gospel, as the 
author builds the links berween God's Spirit, murual indwelling, 
accepting Jesus as Son and Saviour, and love. Ac the same time, he 
refers co the familiar concrast berween God and the world, love and 
fear, eternal life and punishment. 

How should Christians demonstrate the existence of the invisible 


God? 


The importance of the humanity of Jesus 


Everyone who believes that Jesus is the Christ is born of God, and everyone who 
loves the Father also loves the one who is born of the Father. This is how we know 
that we love God’s children, when we love God, and perform his commandments. 
For this is the love of God, that we should keep his commandments; and his 
commandments are not heavy, because everyone chat is born of God conquers the 
world. And this is the conquest that conquers the world: our faith! 

But who is the one who conquers the world, if not the one who believes chat 
Jesus is the Son of God? He is the one who came through water and blood: not just 
in water alone. No — in water and in blood. And the Spirit is the one chat bears 
witness, because the Spirit is truth. Because there are three who bear witness: the 
Spirit, the water, and the blood. And the three are one. If we accept the witness of 
human beings, God's witness is greater: because this is God’s witness, that he has 
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borne witness about his Son. The one who believes in the Son of God has che 
witness in himself, che one who does not crust God makes God a liar, because that 
person has noc trusted the witness chat God has given about his Son. And this is 
the witness, that God gave us eternal life; and this life is in his Son. The one who 
has the Son has life. The one who does nat have the Son does nat have life. 


As so often in this epistle, it is better to absorb the atmosphere 
rather than cxamine the logic. Notice, though, the absolure insistence 
on Jesus’ humanicy (‘the blood’) over against a spiritualising emphasis 
on Jesus’ divinicy, which for John does not do sufficient justice to 
the realicy of what God has done for us in Christ, which our author 


sums up as ‘eternal life’. 


Grounds for confidence 


I am writing this to you, so char you may know that you have eternal life, you who 
believe in the name of the Son of God. And this is the confidence chat we have in 
our access to him, chat if we ask for anything in accordance with his will, he hears 
us. And if we know that he hears us in whatever we ask for, we know chat we have 


the requests chat we asked for from him. 


Some scholars see these verses. and those which follow, as a kind of 
commentary on John 20:30, 31, the Fourth Gospel's original ending: 
‘that you may believe chat Jesus is the Christ, che Son of God, and 
that believing you may have life in his name’. Certainly this passage, 
exhorting his readers to have conhdence in Chrisc, is imbued with 
the language and the thought of the Gospel, 


If one of the community sins 


If someone sees their brocher or sister sinning, ἃ sin chat is not fatal, they will ask, 
and [God] will give chem life, those whose sin is not fatal. There is a sin thar ts 
faral: { am not saying that they should ask abour thac sin. All unrighteousness is 
sin, and there is a sin that is not faral. 


This passage has caused some anxiecy in the centuries since it was 
written. Perhaps what we should say is that the author and his first 
readers had a much better idea than we do what he was tallung about; 
and when we interpret it, we shall do well ro remember John's 
insistence on the absolure centralicy of love. 


Condusion 


We know chat everyone who is born of God does not sin: no, the one born of God 
holds fast to [God], and the evil one does not touch him or her. We know that we 
are of God and that the whole world lies in the power of the evil one. We know 
that che Son of God has come and has given us understanding, that we might 
know che True One; and we are in the Truc One, in his Son Jesus Christ. This ts 
the True God and Exernal Life. 
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Children -- guard yourselves against idols. 


Once again we need here to breathe the air of the letter, rather than 
unpick the logical steps of the argument. Johns readers are 
reminded, in conclusion, af the choice that lies before them: God or 
sin? God or che evil one? The Son of God or che world? Anything 
that is noc God is an idol (the epistles last word, significancly enough), 


and will lec us down. The choice is ours. 
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Opening grectings 

The elder [or: ‘presbyter’] to the chosen lady and to her children. 1 love you [all] in 
ceuch, and not juse I, but al] chose who have come to know the truth, on account of 
the cruth that remains among us and will be with us for ever. Grace, mercy and 
peace will be with you from God the Father, and from Jesus Christ, che Son of the 
Father, in truth and love. 


Unlike 1 John, this is clearly a real letter, its size possibly tailored to 
the space available on a sheet of papyrus. This opening is standard 
for a letter of the time, except char the ‘chosen lady’ is almost certainly 
a Church rather than an individual; and instead of a prayer for 
‘grace and peace’ to his addressees, che ‘presbyter’ offers a quiet confi- 
dence that chey will receive these gifts, and the unusual addition of 
mercy’ (which we also saw in the Pastoral Letters), We can see links 
to the Johannine tradition represented by the Gospel of John and by 
1 John: the emphasis on ‘truth and ‘love’, the word ‘remains’, and 
the insistence on Jesus as Son of the Father. 

The ‘presbyter does not tell us who he is, but few scholars see a 
problem in identifying him as the author of 1 John. 


Grounds for rejoicing 


I rejoiced enormously that ] found some of your children walking in truth, just as 
we received [the] commandment from the Father. And now I ask you, lady, not 
like someone writing a new commandment co you — no, this is the commandment 
we had from the beginning, that we should love each other. And this is what love 
is, chat we should live in accordance with his commandments. This is che command- 
ment, as you heard from the beginning, that you should walk in it. 


Once again, the language is thac of the Johannine community: 
‘truth, ‘(new) commandment’, ‘the Father’, ‘beginning’, are all ideas 
from that stable. There may be a hinc of trouble in that only ‘some’ 
of the chosen lady's children are walking in love. The ‘it’ which is 
the final word of the passage may refer to either “commandment or 
love’. 


Warnings against fraternising with the enemy 


For many deceivers have come out into the world: people who do not acknowledge 
that Jesus Christ comes in the flesh. These are the real deceivers and Anti-Christs. 
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Look out for yourselves, so as not to lose what we have achieved, so as to receive 
instead the full reward. Anyone who leads and who does not remain in Christ's 
teaching [or: ‘teaching about Christ’), does not have God. The one who remains in 
the teaching has both che Father and the Son. If someone comes to you and does 
not bring this teaching [with chem), don’t accept chem into your home, and dont 
[even] say ‘Hallo’ to them. For anyone who says ‘Hallo’ to chem is in solidarity 
with their evil actions. 


Once again, the language is familiar from the Fourth Gospel and 
from 1 John. Clearly, as in 1 John, the most objectionable feature of 
the opponents is that they deny Jesus’ humanity. We may feel un- 
comfortable about the exclusivism chat the presbyter commends; 
but we do not know enough about their situation to judge. 


Closing greetings 

Though | have much to write to you, | didn't want to do it in papyrus and ink; 
instead, 1 am hoping to come to you and speak face to face, so that your joy may be 
filled. The children of your chosen sister send you greetings. 


A fairly scandard conclusion to a letter, which (as the presbyter 
indicates) is only a substirute for direct contact. Notice the presbyters 
sense that when a Christian communicates with another Christian, 


it is their two Churches chat greet each other. 
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Opening greetings 

The elder [or: ‘presbyter’] to beloved Gaius, whom I love in the truth. My beloved, 
I pray that in every way you are doing well, and in good healch, as your soul is doing 
well. 


This is the shortest epistolary greeting in the New Testament (3 John 
is the shortesc document), and the one that most resembles the 
examples we have of non-Christian Greek letters. The references to 
‘love’ and ‘truth’ and to Gajus’s ‘soul’ mark it ouc as belonging to the 
Johannine world. 


Thanksgiving 
For I rejoiced enormously, when some of the brothers and sisters came and bore 


witness to your [life in] the ruth, just as you are living in che cruch. I have no 
greater joy than this, ro hear chat my children are living in che cruth. 


This is a fairly standard chanksgiving, except that God is not brought 
into che matter. Once again we have the familiar Johannine emphasis 
on living in the truth. As before, we see che early Christian concern 
for one another, represented by the intelligence brought by che 
‘brothers and sisters . 


Christian hospitality — the contrast hetween Gaius and Diotrephes 


Beloved, you are doing a work of faith, when you do it for fellow Christians (and 
actually people whom you don’t know, at thac!). They have given evidence of your 
love before che Churches, those people τὸ whom you have given a good send-off, in 
a manner worthy of God himself. Because they came out for the sake of the Name, 
accepting nothing from the Gentiles. So we should give hospitality to people of 
this sort, so as to become fellow workers with che truth. 

] wrote something to the Church; buc Diotrephes, who likes to be their Number 
One, doesn't accept us. Because of chis, if | come, I shall remember the things he 
does, talking evil nonsense about us. And not content with that, he does not give 
hospitality to Christians, and expels from the Church anyone who does want [τὸ 
give hospitality]! 

Beloved, don’t imitate what is evil; imitate what is good. The person who does 
good is from God. The person who does evil has not seen God. 
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Everyone has given evidence about Demetrius; Truth Herself has given evidence 
about him; we ourselves give evidence — and you know that our evidence is true. 


Ic is impossible to reconstruct what has caused this breach in the 
Johannine community; bur it is a story chat has (sadly) repeated 
itself throughout the course of Christian history. We know nothing 
of Diotrephes beyond what is said here. 

Once apain we notice the abundance of Johannine terminology in 
this passage. 

Hospitality is obviously an important Christian value for the author 
of this letter. 


Conclusion — hoping to visit 


ΣῚΣ | had many things to write to you; bur [ dont want to write τὸ you with papyrus 
and ink. I hope to see you immediately, and we shall speak face to face. 
Peace be with you. The friends send you greetings. Greet the friends by name. 


This is a fairly standard epistolary conclusion, but Gaius may have 
reflected ‘you say that to everybody’ if he knew chat the presbyter 
had in 2 John also told the chosen lady (likewise as an excuse for not 
writing more) that he hoped to visit and ‘speak face to face. Rather 
as modems say, See you soon. 


The Letter of Judas 


Introduction 


This ts another short letter. It is undeniably difficule to be confident about its 
structure. There are a good many points of interest: firstly, the fact that Judas, or 
something very like ic, has been in large pare (though in a different order) taken 
over by 2 Peter. Second, Judas uses a good deal of material outstde che Old Testa- 
ment canon, not just the quotation from the Book of Enoch, and perhaps the 
Assumption of Moses, but also allusion ro exegetical traditions that have gone beyond 
what is found in the Old Testament, with regard to Cain and Balaam. Third, che 
manuscript craditions are rather complex, and it is not always easy to be certain of 
the correct text. Finally, ic is extremely difhcult to be sure precisely what is che 
group that Judas is attacking, alchough it is absolurely clear that he is attacking 
someone. 

Some readers find themselves wondering why the book is in the canon of the 
New Testament at all. Read it chrough slowly, and then ask if you agree. 
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Introduction 


Judas, a slave of Jesus Christ, and brother of James, to chose who are called, beloved 
by God the Father, and kept safe for Jesus Christ, may mercy, peace and love abound 


for you. 


This is a characteristic introduction for a New Testament letter (and 
for a letter in che ancient world, for chat matter). Judas (who is not 
che Iscariot!} is presumably, or is intended το be, the same ‘brother 
of James’, and therefore also brother of Jesus, who is mentioned at 
Mark 6:3 and Matthew 13:55. 


The reason for writing 


Beloved, I was [already] anxious to be writing to you about our shared salvation; 
but [I felt] 1 {really] had to write to you, encouraging you to strive for the faith chae 
was once and for all! piven ro the saints. For some people, impious ones long ago 
predestined for chis condemnation, have stolen in, and have perverted our God's 
grace inco debauchery, and they deny our only Master and Lord. Jesus Christ. 


Clearly there is a crisis in che Church to which Judas is writing. 
There are two evidently connected possibilities. Firstly, ‘grace’ has been 
cumed into debauchery, and, second, there has been a denial of Jesus. 


The crisis outlined 

[ want to remind you, although you know all about [it] how, having once saved the 
people from Egypt, the second time the Lord destroyed those who did not believe, 
and he kept the angels who did nor keep to their own domain, but abandoned 
cheir own habitation, in eternal chains, under darkness, for the judgement of the 
Great Day, as Sodom and Gomorrah, and the cities round about chem, committed 
fornication, and went off in pursuit of unnatural lust, are set before us as an example, 
undergoing the punishment of eternal fire. Likewise, however, these people in their 
sleep defile the flesh, reject (Christ's?) Lordship, and defame che glorious ones. But 
Michael che archangel, when he disputed with the devil, argucd about the body of 
Moses, and did not dare to bring charges of blasphemy, bur said, “May τῆς Lord 
rebuke you. But these people revile whatever they do not know, and they are 
destroyed by wharever they know by instinct, like irrational animals. Woe to them, 
because they have gone down Cain's road, and they have abandoned themselves to 
Balaam's error for a reward, and have been destroyed by Korahs rebellion. These 
are the ones who, unscrupulously feasting ac your love-feases [or: ‘feasting on their 
deception of you’), looking after their own interests, are submerged rocks, clouds 
that bring no rain, trees that bring no fruit in autumn, dead twice over, plucked up 
by the roots, wild waves of the sea that foam with their deeds of shame, stars out of 
orbit, for whom the deepest darkness has been permanently reserved. 


We cannot pretend to be clear abouc che nature of the crisis. There 
is an appeal to events narrated in Scripture, and also (apparently) to 
the Book of Enoch, not a text chat is nowadays regarded as scriprural 


by either Jews or Christians. 
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What have they been up to? It looks like some kind of sexual 
immorality; except thar in the Old Testament ‘fornication’ is often a 
metaphor for going after other gods, or ‘idolatry’. And the reference 
(found also in the related passage in 2 Peter) to ‘rejecting the Lord- 
ship’, defaming ‘the glorious anes, and to Michael not daring ‘to 
bring charges of blasphemy’, all suggest that che opponents are wrong 
about God, or perhaps Jesus, rather than in their private life. 


They won't get away with it! 

Ic was of them that Enoch, seventh in tine from Adam, said, “Look! The Lord has 
come with his tens of thousands of angels, to execute judgement on everybody, and 
Co examune every soul for all their deeds of impiety, which they impiously commuted, 
and for all the harsh things which sinners spoke againse him.’ These people are 
grumblers and disgruntled; they go along in accordance with their own desires, and 


their mouths speak arrogance, showing partialicy to people for the sake of profit. 


Our author clearly approves of Enoch, and of che literature chat 
gathered in his name; but che point here is to encourage Judas's 
readers by telling chem that the crisis will pass, that their opponents 
will not be victorious. 


How to survive the crisis 


But you, beloved, remember the words that were spoken earlier by rhe apostles of 
Our Lord Jesus Chrisc; chey cold you chat at the end of time there will be mockers, 
who behave according τὸ their own desires (the impious ones). These are the ones 
who create division, worldly people, who lack the Spirit. But you, beloved, build 
yourselves up on your most holy faith; pray with the Holy Spirit; keep yourselves 
in the love of God; welcome the mercy of Our Lord Jesus Christ, which leads to 
eternal life. Have mercy on some people who doubt; save other people, plucking 
them from the fire; have mercy on others (but with reverence); hate the garment 
thar has been stained by the flesh. 


Ic is, many people find, obscurely reassuring chat those early 
Christians also had their problems: we often find ourselves thinking 
‘it was easy for chem’. But ic wasn't: like us, chey needed to remember 
what Jesus’ apostles had said; they needed to cope with mockery and 
divisions; they needed to be ‘built up... in che faith’; chey needed 
the Holy Spirit. Like us, too, they needed to know how to cope with 
different kinds of tension in the Church. 


Final dozology 


‘To the one who can keep you free from stumbling, and set you Hawiess before his 
glory in joy, to the only God our Saviour, chrough Jesus Christ our Lord, glory, 


majesty, power and authority, before all time, now and for ever. Amen. 


This final doxology is about rhe only part of this letter which many 
churchgoers will recognise. 


45} 


The Revelation of John 


Introduction 


1. The Un-Veiling of Jesus Christ, which God gave him to show his servants what must 
happen soon, and whac he signalled, sending by means of his angel τὸ his servant John, 
who bore witness to God’s message, and the witness of Jesus Christ which he saw. 

Happy is che one who reads our; and those who listen co the words of the 
prophecy; and those who keep what is written in it. For the time ts near. 


Here we are told the name of the author of this extraordinary work: 
‘John’, though there is no indication as τὸ which John it might be 
(for example John the Baptist, John the son of Zebedee, or the 
‘John’ to whom the Fourth Gospel and three letters are attributed). 
We are also rold what kind of a document John thinks it is: an “Un- 
Veiling’ or ‘Apocalypse’ ((Revelatian’ is simply the Latin, and Apocalypse 
the Greek, equivalent of ‘Un-Veiling’). We learn, furcher, that it is 
an ‘unveiling of Jesus Christ’, withouc any clue as τὸ whether that means 
‘a revelation about Jesus’ or ‘a message transmitted by Jesus. Perhaps 
it is both, as there is a clear chain which goes: God-Jesus-angel- 
John-slaves-of-God. However, we are also told that the book ts a 
‘prophecy’, the speech of God ro human beings (and nor necessarily, 
it is important to emphasise, a prediction of che future). 

The author also distinguishes three separate stages of communi- 
cating this document, while congratulating those who are involved 
in ic. Firse τ musc be read out loud (most of the intended recipients 
will have been illiterate). Reading it will have been therefore a skilled 
activity, from a difhcule manuscript, ro what may have been, on any 
given occasion, quite a sizeable group. Second, it must be listened 
to; the hearers have to be both open-minded and attentive. Third, it 
must be ‘kept. This is a very important idea in the Book of Reve- 
lation (as also in che Gospel and first Letter of John), and it is always 
used of those who ‘hang on co’ what God wants or commands them 
to do (see in addition 2:26; 3:3, 8, 10; 12:17; 14:12; 16:15; 22:7, 9). 
This ‘Un-Veiling’ is supposed to change people's lives. 

Finally, we learn chat there is a degree of urgency about it all: ‘the 
time is near’. We should continue our reading with immense 
attentiveness. 


The addressees 


John, to the seven churches who are in Asia. Grace to you, and peace, from ‘The Is 
and the Was and the Coming One’, and from the seven Spirits who are before his 
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throne, and from Jesus Christ, the witness, che reliable, the first-bom from the 
dead, and the ruler of the kings of the earth. 

To the One who loved us and freed us from our sins by his blood; and hc made 
us a kingdom, priests for his God and Father, to him be the glory and rhe power 
for ever and ever. Amen. 

Behold, he is coming with the clouds; and every cye shall see him, and those 
who pierced him, and ali τῆς tribes of the earth shall mourn over him. Yes! Amen! 
‘Tam τῆς A and the Z [‘the Alpha and the Omega’)’, says the Lord God, ‘the Is and 
the Was and the Coming One, the Almighry.’ 


This is a compelling passage, and we must be sensitve co the profound 
emotions that are at work in it, for it is these chat give the Book of 
Revelation its power. 

What do these verses tell us abour the book? First, chac it is addressed 
to ‘the seven churches chat are in Asia (modem-day Turkey; we are 
not co be thinking of [ndia or points cast}. We shall soon be reading 
seven lerters to these seven churches, each tailored, so far as we can 
see, to the needs of the particular addressees; and che order in which 
they appear is {look at a map) the order in which a messenger might 
travel, starting from the seaport of Ephesus, and following the best 
available roads. However, we need also to recall, all che way chrough 
the Revelation, chat seven is a significant number, che symbol of 
perfection, so chat the document is addressed not only τὸ particular 
churches, but also to che whole Church (or at beast all che Christians 
of Asia). 

Second, this address, and che familiar Pauline greeting of ‘grace 
and peace’ makes it sound like a letter, as well as an Un-Veiling and 
a prophecy. So we shall need to watch and listen actentively if we are 
to do justice to this document. 

Third, we are also told who the ‘letter’ is from; it is from John, τὸ 
start with, δὺς it also appears to be from God: “The Is, and the Was 
and the Coming One’. This phrase is my rather clumsy attempt to 
render che title. When you see ic in Greek, it looks ac first sight 
hornidly ungrammatical, and has made some people think that the 
author is writing in a language chat is not his own. Bur the author 
manages τὸ make che language do what he wanes of it, and so we 
should probably not chink of John as incompetent in Greek. It is 
more likely that he is writing in a dialect of Greek hac is heavily 
influenced by Hebrew and Aramaic. 

Fourth, che greetings come from the ‘seven Spints before the 
throne’. We recall that seven is the number of perfection; we shall sce 
these ‘seven spints again, at 3:1; 4:5, and perhaps 5:6, and readers 
may wonder if we should think here of che “Holy Spirit. Certainly 
the ‘seven spirits’ are Closely related to God. 

Fifth (and again ungrammatically, as far as che Greek is 
concemed), Jesus Christ is the sender of greetings. He is descnbed. 
in terms that we shall hear again, as ‘the wimess, the reliable, the 
first-born from the dead, and the ruler of the kings of the carth . These 
last ewo udles refer, of course, respectively τὸ the central Chnsuan 
doctrine of the Resurrecuon, and to the subversive creed that Jesus 
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is the real ruler of the world, despice all appearances to che contrary. 
Jesus is also described as ‘the One who loved us’ and ‘who freed us 
from our sins by his blood’ and ‘he made us a kingdom, priests for 
his God and Facher’. And then, just as we thought that Jesus is 
being presented as distinct from God, we realise chat he is getting a 
salutation that one would expect to be reserved for God: ‘glory and 
power for ever. Amen.’ ᾿ 

Then the Lordship of God is reasserted: ‘the A and the Z’, and the 
ungrammatical title is repeated, indicating God's control of present, 
past and future, all summed up as ‘the Almighty’. The author is 
asking us co be very attentive indeed ar this point. 


John’s vision of Jesus: the instruction to write seven letters 


I, John, your brother, and your co-partner in the trouble and in the kingdom, and 
in endurance in Jesus, | was on the island known as Pacmos because of God's word 
and because of witness [to] Jesus. On the Lord’s Day, 1 fell into a trance, and I 
heard behind me a loud voice (it was like a trumpet) saying, ‘Write what you see 
into a book; and send ic co che seven churches: to Ephesus and Smyrna and 
Pergamon, and Thyatira and Sardis and Philadelphia and Laodicea.’ 

And I turned round to see the voice that was speaking wich me; and when | 
curned round I saw seven golden lamp-stands, and in che middle of che lamp- 
stands a ‘person like a Son of Man’,''? clothed in a garment that reached to his feet, 
and with a golden girdle round his chest. His head and his hair were white as wool, 
white as snow, and his eyes were like flaming fre, and his feet were like bronze, 
refined ina furnace; and his voice was like the voice of many waters. 

And in his right hand he held seven stars; and from his mouth there came out a 
sharp two-edged sword. And his appearance (or: ‘face’] was as the sun shines in its 
power. And when I saw him, | fell ac his feet like a corpse; and he placed his right 
hand upon me and said, ‘Do not be afraid; | am the First and the Last, and the 
Living One. And I was dead, and look! I am alive for ever and ever. And 1 possess 
the keys of death and [the keys] of hell. 

“Therefore write down what you saw: both che things that are and the chings chat 
are abour to happen after this, the mystery of the seven stars which you saw at my 
right, and the seven golden lamp-stands. The seven stars are the angels of the seven 
churches, and the seven lamp-stands are the seven churches.’ 


Again, this is an extraordinarily powerful piece of writing. Some 
people think of Revelation as just a literary composition, without 
any necessary basis in fact; but it doesn’t feel like thac. It is hard co 
avoid the impression that John ts recounting an actual vision, even 
though he uses many biblical quotations and allusions. 

The grammar, once again, is such as to make a teacher of Greek 
shiver, at several points; but significantly it never comes between the 
reader and the author’s meaning. 

There are some other points to notice: 


119. Compare Ezekiel 1:26; Daniel 7:13 
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The word thar I have here translated ‘endurance’ is a common 
idea in the Book of Revelation (see 1:9: 2:2, 3, 19; 3:10; 13:10; 
14:12). Elsewhere it has seemed better to translate it as ‘stamina 
and ‘constancy’. Bur it is a clue about the kind of world that our 
author and his readers lived in: they had to keep going in their faith, 
against all the odds. 


John ts no more than a Christian, along with other Christians, 
their co-partner; and if they have been suffering, he has shared in 
their sufferings. He also asserts Jesus’ ‘kingship’, which excludes the 
kingship of anybody else (such as the Roman emperor currently 
reigning). 

He also appears to have been exiled to Patmos (‘because of God's 


word and Jesus’ witness). 


He is there on ‘the Lord's Day’ (most likely Sunday), and has this 
quice extraordinary experience, ‘a voice like a trumpet, which is 
so pawerful thar he baffles us by turning round ‘to see the voice’! 


Before that, however, he is given instructions to ‘write co the seven 
churches’. This may introduce the seven letters that will shortly 
follow; or it may refer to the whole book. 


Then the ‘sound’ turns into a ‘vision’: seven lamp-stands (later 
interpreted as ‘seven churches’) and in the middle of them ‘one 
like a Son of Man’. Obviously there is a glance here at the vision 
in Daniel 7 (have a look at it, if you can't recall how it ἡγε πα}; bur 
equally ir clearly refers to Jesus, who in the Gospels often referred 
to hirnself'as ‘Son of Man’, It is a magnificent and impressive vision, 
and it sounds and feels like a vision of God, as the author indicates 
by falling down like a corpse. The impression is continued when 
the vision says ‘Do not be afraid, for | am che Firse and the Last’, 
which a few verses earlice, under the guise of ‘A and Z’, had clearly 
referred to God; and the reference to the ‘Living One’ confirms 
this interpretation. However, when we read that it is the one who 
‘was dead and behold | am alive for ever and ever’ it can only be 
Jesus, who is giving che instruction to start writing. Beneath the 
surface of the text, our authar is making for Jesus some very grand 
claims indeed. 


Letters to the Seven Churches (2:1-3:22) 


John has been told to write his vision and send it to the seven 
churches, ‘the chings chat are and the things that are going to 
happen after chis’. [τ is not clear whecher it is the seven letters or the 
book as a whole that represents his response to this command. The 
lerters all have very much the same shape: each starts with che address, 
and with some defining quality of Jesus; each then has something 
about what the particular church has been up to (both good and 
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bad}; and then come a promise co ‘the one who conquers and an 
encouragement to ‘listen co the Spirit’, ποῖ always in that order. 
Each of them is directed by Jesus, through John, to the ‘angel’ of the 
particular church. ‘Angels’ are of great importance in Revelation; 
some scholars think that in the leeters ic may be the title of a leader 


in the local church. 


The letter to Ephesus 
‘To the angel of che church at Ephesus write: 


This ts what the one who holds the seven stars in his right hand says, the one 
who walks in the middle of the seven golden lamp-stands: 

I know your deeds, and your labour, and your endurance. [I know] that you 
cannot endure evil people, and that you tested those who said that they were apostles 
— and aren't! -- and you found that they were fakes. [f know] that you have stamina, 
and that you endured because of my name, and [that] you didnt get weary. 

Buc I have something against you: you have abandoned your first love. So recall 
where you have fallen from, and change your ways, and do the deeds you did in 
the beginning. Ocherwise, I’m coming to you; and 1 shall move your lamp-stand 
from its place, unless you change your ways. 

But you have this point in your favour, that you hate the deeds of the Nicolaicans 
— which I hate, too. 

Let the one who has an ear listen to what the Spirit is saying τὸ the churches. 

The one who conquers, I shall give chem to eat of the tree of life, which is in the 
garden of God.’ 


In this letter, Jesus 15 described as ‘holding the seven stars in his right 
hand’, as in the initial yision, bur also, as in che initial vision, as 
living ‘in the middle of the golden lamp-stands’. He has, in other 
words, some of the qualities of God, burt is also involved tn che 
world of the seven churches; in the language of John’s Gospel, we 
should speak of ‘incarnation’. The Ephesian Christians are praised 
for having stuck at it (we dont know what), and for cheir dislike of 
the activiry of the ‘Nicolaicans’. (We have no notion of who these 
might have been, though plency of scholars have made their guesses.) 
The Ephesians are, however, criticised for some kind of loss of fervour, 
and piven an unmistakable, if obscure, warning. 

They are also invited co ‘listen to what the Spirit is saying’. This 
expression, which appears in each of the seven letters, suggests chat 
when Jesus speaks it is identically the Spirit speaking. This would fit 
what the Gospel of John and the First Letter of John say about che 
relationship of Jesus and the ‘Paraclete’. 

The promise to Ephesus is a charming one, of eating from the 
cree of life. Some scholars think that chere may also be a reference 
here co a tree in the Temple of Arcemis at Ephesus, where there was 
a right of refuge for asylum-seekers. The word translated as ‘garden’ 
is actually a Persian word chat has come into English as ‘Paradise’. 
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The letter to Smyrna 
‘And to the angel of the church in Smyrna write: 


This is what the First and the Last says, who became dead and lived: I know your 
trouble and your poverty (but in fact you are rich!). And (I know about] the blasphemy 
from those who claim to be Jews and are nor {in fact they are the synagogue οἱ 
Satan!), Don't be afraid of any of the things that you are going to suffer. Look! The 
devil is going to throw some of you into prison, so that you may be tested; and 
you'll have trouble for cen days. Be faithful until death, and I shall give you the 
crown of life. 

The one who has an ear, let them listen co what the Spirit is saying to the 
churches. The one who conquers is certainly not to be injured by che second 


death.’ 


This letter has, obviously, the same shape as its predecessor. Notice 
how, once again, it uses language about Jesus thar is elsewhere used 
of God. 

We cannot (on the evidence of this text) say much about the 
trouble that the Christians of Smyrna are enduring, nor whether it 
could be described as persecution. The threat of imprisonment might 
count as persecution, of course, and the exhortation to ‘be faithful 
until death’ might hine at a possible martyrdom. The ‘crown of life’ 
is in contrast to the achlete's gold medal or ‘crown’: che faithful 
Christian will be receiving che real thing. The ‘second death’ will 
appear later in the text, in chapters 20 and 21. 


The letter to Pergamon 


‘And to the angel of the church in Pergamon, write: 


This is whae the one who holds the sharp and two-edged sword says: 

I know where you live, where Satan's throne is: and you hold on to my name, 
and you did not deny my faith, even in the days of Antipas, my faithful witness, 
who was killed in your town, where Saran dwells. 

But I have a few things against you: you have some people there who hold on 
to the teachings of Balaam, who taught Balak to put a stumbling block before the 
children of Israel, to eat food offered ca idols, and to fornicate. Similarly, you also 
have some people who likewise hold on τὸ the teaching of the Nicolaitans. So 
change your ways. Otherwise, I'm coming soon, and | shall wage war on them wich 
the sword of my mouth. 

Let the one who has an ear listen to whac the Spirit is saying to the churches. To 
the one who conquers, | shall give some of the hidden manna, and I shall give a 
white pebble, and a new name written on the pebble, which no one knows except 


the one who pets ic. 
Pergamon became the seac of government of che Roman proconsular 


province of Asia, with a Temple in honour of Rome and Augustus, 
as early as 29 BC, and that might account for its being called the 


359 


18-34 


THE REVELATION OF JOHN 2 


place of ‘Satan's throne’; but the author may also have in mind the 
existence there of a temple of Asclepius. Healings often took place 
in the cemples of Asclepius, who may therefore have been regarded 
as a rival to Jesus; and in addition, the ‘serpent’ was Asclepiuss emblem, 
and that was an ancient Jewish symbol for Satan. There was also a 
temple of Zeus at Pergamon, and that may have been yet another 
reason why it would have been classed as the place of ‘Satan's throne’. 

We do not know who Antipas was; it is a Jewish name, and clearly 
he died a martyr's death. Nor can we be sure whether the teaching 
of ‘Balaam’ is the same as or different from that of the Nicolaicans. 

‘Fornication’ is a standard Old Testament image for idolatry, so 
we cannot say if the Balaamites had one charge against them or cwo. 
The ‘white pebble’ is an entry ticket; the colour is that of Jesus’ 
VICtOTy. 


The letter to Thyatira 
‘And τὸ the angel of the church in Thyatira, write: 


This is what the Son of God says, che one who has eyes like fiery flame, and his 
feet are like bronze: 

I know your deeds, and your Jove and your faithfulness and your service, and 
your ability to endure, and your latest deeds, thac are preater than your first deeds. 
Nevertheless, I hold it against you that you put up with che woman Jezebel, who 
calls herself'a prophetess, and teaches my slaves, leading them astray [so that] they 
fornicate, and eat food offered to idols. And I gave her cime to change her ways, 
and she does not want to change her ways, away from her fornication. Look! | am 
throwing her on a bed, and those who commit adultery with her into great troubie, 
unless they change their ways from her [evil] deeds; and 1 shall ball her children 
with death. And all the churches shall know that I am the one who searches minds 
and hearts, and I shall pive you each according to (what) your deeds [deserve]. 

And to the rest of you in Thyatira, you who do nor accept this teaching, who did 
not know what they cal] “Satan's Depths’, [ throw no further burden upon you: 
bur just this — hold on co whar you have until | come. 

And the one who conquers, and who keeps my deeds to the end, [ shall give chem 
authority over rhe nations (and they will rule chem with an iron rod, as clay vessels 
are smashed), just as | have received [auchoricy] from my Father; and | shall give 
them the Morning Star. 

Let those who have an ear listen co whac che Spirit says τὸ the churches.’ 


In this letter, Jesus is called “Son of God’, the only time the title is 
used in the Book of Revelation. As always, the writer knows a good 
deal abour the church that he is addressing. We can say nothing for 
certain about Jezebel, excepc chat the author does not particularly care 
for her, and that her offences are similar to chose of the ‘Balaamites’, 
who may be the same sort of person as the ‘Nicolaitans’. The note of 


urgency is, once again, unmistakable. 
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The letter to Sardis 
‘And co the angel of the church in Sardis, write: 


This is what the one who has the seven Spirits of God and the seven Stars is 
saying: | know your deeds. You have che reputation of being alive -- and you are 
dead! Ger alert; screngthen τῆς remaining parts that were abour to die: for | have 
not found your deeds to be perfect in che presence of my God. 

So remember how you have received, and how you heard; and keep it, and 
change your ways. Unless you wake up, I shall come like a chief; and no way will 
you know ar what hour | shall come upon you. You have, however, a few people in 
Sardis who have not defiled their garments; and they shall walk with me in white 
clothes, because they are worthy. 

The one who conquers will be clothed in white robes, and [ shall noc blor cheir 
name out of the Book of Life; and I shall acknowledge their name before my Father 
and before his angels. 

Let the one who has an ear hear what the Spirit is saying to the churches.’ 


Sardis was a very well-defended fortress, and had only been captured 
rwice in its history, both cimes by a trick; and there may be a reference 
to this in the mention of ‘like a thief’. There may also, chough, be 
an echo of Matthew 24:43 and perhaps 1 Thessalonians 5:2. We can 
almost certainly detect another reference co the Gospel tradition in 
the line ‘I shall acknowledge their name. . . (see Matthew 10:32). 


The letter to Philadelphia 
‘And to che angel of the church in Philadelphia write: 


This is whac the Holy One says, the True One, the One who has the Key of 
David, che one who opens, and no one shall close, the one who closes and no one 
opens: 1 know your deeds. Look! ] have put an opening door in front of you, which 
no one can shut, because you have little power, and yet you have kept my word and 
did not deny my name. Look! [ am granting that some of the Synagogue of Satan, 
who call themselves Jews (and are nor, but are liars) — look! I shall bring it about 
char chey will come and fall at your feet, and know thar ] love you. Because you 
have kept my message of constancy, [ in my turn shall keep you from the hour of 
testing that is going co come on the whole world, co cest those who dwell on the 
earth. 1 am coming soon. Hold on to what you have, so that no one take your 
crown. 

The one who conquers, | shall make them a pillar in che Temple of my God and 
they will mever come out again, and | shall write on chat person the name of my 
God, and the name of the ciry of my God, the new Jerusalem that comes down 
from heaven, from my God, and my new name. 

Let the one who has an ear listen τὸ what the Spirit says to the churches.’ 


Christ is here seen as carrying the Key of David; the reference here is 
to the passage in Isaiah 22:15-23, the dismissal from office of the 
steward Shebna, and his replacement by Eliakim; but che key is nor 
so much the power of hiring and firing, as the opportuniry τὸ bring 
the Jews of Philadelphia into che family of Christ. 
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As we read Revelation, one of the questions that should be 
surfacing is: Who does the author think thac Jesus is? This passage 
may help us towards an answer: if Jesus can speak of ‘my God’, then 
we cannot simply identify Jesus with God. 

The ‘new Jerusalem’ is a phrase that we shall meet again, in 
Chapter 21. Ic is perhaps appropriate chat it is mentioned in a letter 
addressed to Philadelphia, a city that took a ‘new name (a phrase 
that also appears here} of “Neo-Caesarea’, in a sycophantic endeavour 
to please the Emperor Tiberius (Roman emperor from AD 14-37, 
under whom Jesus died). 

The word here translated as ‘constancy’ is, as have said, a prime 
virtue in these letters, which elsewhere it has seemed better τὸ 
translate as ‘stamina or ‘endurance’ or ‘ability-to-endure’. But it ts 
the same word. It serves to remind us that the author envisages 
some trouble for this church (and others of the seven); buc scholars 
are not apreed on whether che trouble is a general persecution, 
smaller local difficulties, or tribulauons ahead of Jesus’ Second Coming. 


Whatever it is, the Christians will require an ability to ‘endure’. 


The letter to Laodicea 
‘And co the angel of the church in Laodicea, write: 


This is what the Amen says, the Faithful and True Witness, che Beginning of 
God's Creation: ] know your deeds: You are neither cold nor hot. [f only you were 
cold or hot! Buc as it is, because you are lukewarm, I am about to vomit you out of 
my mouth. Because you say, “I am rich, and I’ve been enriched, and I have no 
needs,” and you have no idea that you are wretched and pitiable and poor and 
blind and naked, I advise you co buy from me gold refined in the fire, that you may 
[really] be rich, and white garments co put on, so that the shame of your nakedness 
may not appear, and eye-salve to put in your eyes, chat you may see. As for me, 
those whom | love, I reprove and discipline. So be keen; and change your ways. 

Look! 1 am standing at the door, and 1 am knocking. If anyone hears my voice 
and opens the door, J shall come in to chem, and dine with them, and they with 
mc. 

The one who conguers, I shall give them the privilege of sitting with me on my 
throne, just as I conquered and sat down with my Farher on his throne. 

Let the one who has an ear listen to what che Spirit is saying to che churches.’ 


Poor old Laodicea has nothing good to be said about them at all; 
but John seems to have more loca] knowledge of it than of the other 
churches to which he writes. Laodicea was well known for a glossy 
black wool produced by the local sheep, to which the ‘white garments 
may be an ironic reference (though we shall read later on about the 
white garments of the martyrs); the city was also famous for a particular 
ointment applied to ears, as well as an ingredient in the making of 
‘eye-salve, to which John also refers. [τ was a wealthy city, too, so 
they may have been stareled to be told of cheir poverty. ‘Hot’ and 
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‘cold’ perhaps refer also to nearby hot and cold springs, at Hierapolis 
and Colossae. The point (for us as well as for them) might be that 
‘hotness’ and ‘caldness’ are good things, in water and in the spiritual 
life, bur they are not to be mixed. ‘Lukewarmness' is no good to 
anybody. 

In chis letter, the ‘one who conquers’ is identified for the first time 
as the Jesus who has conquered: and che link is definitively established 
berween Jesus, the throne, and Jesus’ Fachet. 


The Liturgy in Heaven (4:1-- 5:14) 


At chis point, having alerted the churches of Asia τὸ some features of 
their situation to which chey should be paying attention, John 
allows us τὸ see the heavenly lirurgy in progress. All good liturgy 
serves to make 1¢ easier τὸ live οὐκ our life in chis world; the reader is 
invited co see how it works here. 


The imagination is enticed: God is in charge 

After this | saw, and look! A door which was open in heaven; and the first voice 
that | had heard, like [the sound] of a trumpet speaking to me and saying, ‘Come 
up here, and | shall show you the chings chat must happen after this. 

Immediately 1 fell into a trance; and look! A throne was placed in heaven, and 
there was someone sitting on the throne. And the appearance of the One Sitting 
was like precious stone, jasper and cornclian; and a rainbow around the throne like 
cmerald. And around the throne [were] ewency-four thrones, and on the thrones 
twenty-four elders sitting, clothed in white robes, and on their heads golden 
crowns. And from the throne came Alashes of lightning and peals of thunder, and 
seven fiery lamps [were] burning before the throne. These are the seven Spirits of 
God; and in front of the chrone a sea of glass, like crystal. And in the middle of the 
throne, and around the throne, four animals, full of eyes in front and behind. And 
the first animal [was} like a lion; and the second animal [was] like a bull; and the 
third animal had che face like that of a human being; and the fourth animal [was] 
like an eagle in flight. And the four animals, each one of them had as many as six 
wings, around and inside full of eyes, and they have no rest, night and day, as they 
say, 

‘Holy, holy, holy, the Lord God, the Almighyy, 
the Is and the Was and the Coming One.’ 


And each time the animals give glory and honour and thanksgiving co che One 
Sitting on the Throne, the One who Lives for Ever and Ever, che twenty-four elders 
fall down before the One Sitting on the Throne, and they shall worship che One 
who Lives for Ever and Ever, and they shall chrow their crowns before the chrone, 
saying, 
“Worthy are you, our Lord and God 
to receive glory and honour and power 
because you created all chings, 
and at your will they came into existence and were created.’ 
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We have learnt from the letters thac their addressees, the seven 
churches of Asia, are facing a difficulc period. Now, in this ‘Un- 
Veiling’ of the heavenly liturgy, we are given an inkling of how they 
are to cope. They are allowed a glimpse, enticing the imagination, of 
the reign of God over the troubled world, to encourage them in the 
face of trouble. Despite all appearances to the contrary, God is really 
in control. And so, at che heart of the matter, at the centre of rhe 
liturgy, we see God, the One Sitting on the Throne, addressed as the 
‘Thrice-Holy’ from Isaiah, and che ungrammatical bur telling citle 
that we have already heard: ‘The Is and the Was and the Coming 
One’. The reality is that it is God and not the Beast, whom we shall 
sce later, who is omnipotent, powerful though the Beast appears to be. 


The precious stones and the rainbow, and che cwenry-four elders 
in white garments and golden crowns, the four animals and seven 
Spirits, and che lightning and thunder, are all about creating an 
atmosphere of awe: at the centre of our lives 1s the Creator God, the 
only proper object of worship; and chat means chat all shall be well. 

The throne is tmportant: God has a throne, and it is more power- 
ful chan that of any Roman Emperor. God himself, though, is not 
described, only hinted at. 


The reader reassured: the Lamb can do it 


50 And I saw, on the right hand of rhe One Sitting upon the Throne, a scroll, written 
inside and on the back, sealed with seven seals. And | saw a mighry angel, 
proclaiming tn a loud voice, “Who is worthy to open the scroll] and to undo its 
seals?’ And no one could do it: [no one] in heaven, nor on earth, nor under the 
earth [was able] τὸ open the scroll, nor to look at it. And I wept greatly, because no 
one was found worthy to open the scroll, nor to look at it. And one of the elders 
said to me, ‘Dont weep. Look! The Lion from the tribe of Judah, the Root of 
David, has conquered, to open the scroll and its seven seals.’ 

And I saw, standing berween the throne with its four animals and the elders, a 
Lamb, slaughtered, so to say, with seven horns and seven eyes, which are the seven 
Spirits of God sent out to all the earth. And he came and took [the scroll] from the 
right hand of the One Sitting on the Throne. 

And when [the Lamb] received the scroll, the four animals and the cwenry-four 
elders fell before the Lamb. Each of them had a harp, and golden bowls full of 
incense, which are the prayers of the saints. And they are singing a new song: 


“Worthy are you to take the scroll and co open its seals, 
because you were slaughtered and you bought for God with your blood 
people from every tribe and language and people and nation, 
and you made them a kingdom and priests for our God, 
and they shall reign upon the earth.’ 


And I saw, and I heard the voice of many angels around the throne and the animals 
and the elders (and their number was myriads of myriads, and thousands of thousands), 
saying in a loud voice, 
‘Worthy is che slaughtered Lamb 
to receive power and wealth and wisdom and strength and honour and glory 
and blessing.’ 
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And [] heard] every crearure in heaven and on earth and under the earth and in the 
sca, and I heard everything in them saying, 


“To the One Sicting on the Throne and to the Lamb 


blessing and honour and glory and power for ever and ever.’ 


And the four animals were saying ‘Amen.’ 
And the elders fell down and worshipped. 


Again, this is a passage of immense power. The scroll, presumably, 
represents God's plan: it is written ‘inside and on the back’, and it 
has seven seals (we notice how many times the number appears in 
this scene). The scroll is beyond the capacity of any creature to 
open. John grieves at this — so he knows that it is important for it to 
be opened. Reassurance, however, is the name of the game, and our 
attention is directed to the conqueror, draped in biblical ritles: ‘Lion 
of Judah, Root of David’. Then the conqueror appears; the setting is 
encouraging, with che elders and the four animals, but a Lamb 
doesn't sound much use, particularly when it turns out to have been 
slaughtered (che term is decidedly brutal). Now, however, things 
look up: we remember che ‘Lamb of God, who cakes away the sin of 
the world’, of John 1:29 (chough the Greek word there is slightly 
different}. We natice, next, that chis Lamb has seven horns and 
seven eyes, dehined as the ‘seven Spirits of God’. And {here's che rub) 
the seven Spirits are sene out into che world. Then the elders and 
animals sing to che Lamb in terms that would be appropriate for 
addressing God, except chat the Lamb is clearly Jesus: ‘you were 
slaughtered, and you bought [people] for God with vour blood’. 
Then we learn that these people are going to be ‘kings’, and to ‘rule 
over the carth’. They are, that is to say, a challenge to the Roman 
imperial authorities. And the whole scene ends with massed choirs 
of angels praising the Lamb, and then (in the same breath) both 
God and the Lamb, as the animals respond ‘Amen’, and the elders 
adopt the position of silent worship. This is a scene to stay with. 


The Opening of the Seven Seals (6:1-8:6) 
Introduction 


This is an intense and powerful passage: the slow undoing of the 
seven seals, as the Lamb opens the scroll, with, towards the end, a 
pause to allow us to take in what is happening. It 1s important, 
however, not to become so obsessed with the cosmic horrors chat are 
to come (partially represented by the four borsemen) that we miss 
the absolurely central (literally crucial) message that the vision seeks 
to convey, above all in irs l:turgical allusions, chat God ἐν sn charge. 


The first to the fourth seals: the four horsemen 


And 1 saw chat the Lamb opened one of the seven seals; and | heard one of the four 
animals saying (like the sound of thunder): ‘Come.’ And ] saw, and look! A white 
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horse, and the one sitting on it had a bow, and a crown was given him; and he 
came out, conquering and in order τὸ conquer. 

And when he had opened the second seal, | heard the second animal say ‘Come,’ 
and another horse carne out, a red one. And to the one who sat on the horse it was 
given τὸ take peace from che earth, and chat they should slaughter each other; and 
to him a great sword was given. 

And when he opened the third seal, 1 heard the third animal say “Come, And | 
saw, and look! A black horse, and the one sitting on it had a set of scales in his 
hand. And I heard something like a voice in the middle of the four animals saying, 
‘A quart of whear for a denarius, and three quarts of barley for a denarius -- and 
don't harm the olive crop and the wine crop. 

And when he opened the fourth seal, 1 heard the voice of the fourth animal 
saying ‘Come,’ And I| saw, and look! A bay horse, and che one sitting on it, his 
name was Death, and Hades followed along with him, and τὸ him was given power 
over a quarter of the earth, to kill with che sword, and with hunger, and wich 


death, and by the beasts of the earth. 


Obviously we read all this, the opening of the first four seals, and 
the arrival of the four horsemen, with a chill in our hearcs. Never- 
theless we are supposed τὸ take courage from it all. There are trials 
yet to come: war, and slaughter, and economic crisis (the wheat and 
barley is expensive, but noc impossibly so), and Death; but chese are 
allowed (rather chan decreed) by God, and, as the vision of the 
slaughtered Lamb has already shown us, God ts in charge, and God's 
purposes are not to be neglected. 

Not for the first time, John’s revelation comes through both seeing 
and hearing. 


The fifth and sixth seals: the alarmed response 


And when he opened the fifth seal, [ saw underneath the altar che souls of chase 
slaughtered because of God’s word, and because of the witness they had piven. And 
they cried our in a loud voice, ‘How long, Holy and True Master [before] you 
come to judgement and avenge our blood on those who dwell on che earth?’ And 
co each of them was given a white garment, and God told them to rest for a litele 
while, until [the number of} their fellow servants, and their brochers and sisters, 
should be completed, those who are going to be killed as they have been. 

And I saw when he opened the sixth seal, and there was a preat earthquake; and 
the sun turned as black as sackcloth, and the whole moon was jike blood; and the 
stars of heaven fell on the earch, as a fig cree drops its late hgs when it is shaken by 
a great wind. And the sky was splic, like a rolled-up scroll, and every mountain and 
all che islands were shifted from their places. And che kings of che earth, and the 
magnates, and the mighty ones, and every slave and every free person hid in caves 
and in the mountain rocks. And they say to rhe mountains and the rocks, ‘Fall on 
us and hide us from the face of the One Sitting on the Throne, and from che anger 
of the Lamb, because the great day of their anger has come — and who can stand?’ 


Both these seals are accompanied by phenomena to make us quail, 
but both serve to emphasise chat God is in charge. The fifth seal 


reveals that there are people who have been slaughtered ‘because of 
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the word of God and because of their witness’. John has already 
used these rwo phrases to explain why he is on Patmos (1:9), and 
will use them again at 20:4 for those who have been beheaded. The 
slaughtered ones cry out and are given reassurance: wait a litte -- 
there are others who will be joining you. The reader may be alarmed 
by these tidings, bur it does at least signify chac God is in charge. 

The sixth seal reveals trouble of a different kind: cosmic disorder, 
and this time it is noc the believers who clamour for assistance, but 
the powerful, mainly those who run che Roman Empire. They. 
however, get no answer, as they cry to escape che wrath of God and 
the ‘anger of the Lamb’. This is, we may fel, a particularly striking 
nation: we do not normally chink of lambs as ‘angry’ creatures. 
Once again, the message is that God is in charge, and that che world 
is therefore to be viewed upside down. 


A vision: four angels, the number of those anointed, 
and a liturgical commentary 


After this, | saw four angels standing on the four corners of the earth, holding back 
the four winds of che earth, so that the wind should not blow on che Jand, nor on 
the sea, nor on any tree. And 1 saw another angel going up from the rising of the 
sun; (the angel] had the seal of τῆς Living God, and cried out in a loud voice to the 
four angels to whom it was granted to harm the land and the sea, saying, ‘Do not 
harm the land or che sea, or the tree, until we seal che slaves of our God on their 
foreheads.’ 

And I heard the number of those sealed: a hundred and forcy-four thousand, 
scaled from every tribe of the children of Israel: 


Of che tribe of Judah, pvelve thousand [were] sealed 
Of the tribe of Reuben, nvelve thousand [were] sealed 
Of the cribe of Gad, cwelve chousand [were] sealed 
Of the tribe of Asher, owelve thousand [were] sealed 
Of che tribe of Naphthali, rvelve thousand [were] sealed 
Of che cribe of Manasseh, twelve thousand [were] sealed 
Of che tribe of Simeon, cwelve thousand [were] sealed 
Of the cribe of Levi, rwelve chousand [were] sealed 
Of the tribe of Issachar, rpvelve thousand [were] sealed 
Of che tribe of Zebulun, ovelve chousand [were] sealed 
Of the tribe of Joseph, rwelve thousand [were] sealed 
Of the tribe of Benjamin, twelve thousand [were] sealed. 


First comes che vision of those who belong w Israel (perhaps the 
new Israel); and only chen (see below) comes chat of those who 
belong to the rest of humanity: still che poine is chat no matter how 
alarming things are, for those who remain faithful to God, all will 
be well. We must never forget chat there is a good deal of liturgy in 
Revelation; and the function of all good liturgy is to remind us that 
all things shall be well, no macter how disastrous they may appear. 
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After this 1 saw, and look! A huge crowd, whom no one could number, from every 
nation and tribe and people and language standing before the throne and before 
the Lamb, wearing white robes, and with palms in their hands, and they cry out in 
a loud voice, saying, 


‘Victory to our God who sits on the throne, and to the Lamb.’ 


And all the angels stood in a circle [round] the throne and the elders and the four 
animals, and chey fell down on their faces before the throne, and they worshipped 
God, saying, 


‘Amen! Blessing and glory and wisdom and thanksgiving 
and honour and power and strength 
to our God for ever and ever. Amen.’ 


And one of the elders responded and said to me, “Those who are wearing, white 
garments — who are they, and where are they from?’ And I said to him, ‘Lord -- you 
know.’ 

And he said to me, ‘These are chose who come from the great crouble. And they 
washed their clothes and whitened them in the Lamb's blood. Because of this they 
are before God's throne, and they worship him day and night in his Temple. And 
the One Sining on the Throne shall pitch his tent with them. They shall ποῖ 
hunger and thirst any more; the sun shall nor fall upon them, nor any burning 
heat, because the Lamb that is in the middle of the chrone shall shepherd chem, 
and shall guide chem to streams of living waters,'° and God shall wipe away every 
tear from their cyes.!?! 


When the sixth seal was opened, we were left wich the panic-stricken 
question, “Who can stand?’ Our anxiery is sharpened as we see the 
four angels ‘holding back’ the destructive winds, and then relieved 
as we hear the fifth angel ordering a pause in the destruction until 
God's slaves are sealed. Then we are back to liturgy, and to two 
visions (or is it really only one? The reader must decide) that calm 
us. Nocice what che visions do aot say. They do nor pretend thar 
things will be easy; they only claim that all will be well in che end. 

You could read rhe 144,000 as Israel, or see it as the Christian 
communiry (‘the new Israel’). And the un-numberable crowd could 
be the same group (144,000 is not an exact number, bute ‘lots and 
locs and Jots’), Clearly, chough, they come from all over che world. 
They are singing licurgical hymns, and liturgical gestures are being 
performed. Buc they are marcyrs: they are carrying palm branches, 
and they have ‘washed their robes whire in che Lamb's blood’. There 
is a real shock here: blood, as anyone will tell you, is not recommended 
as a bleach. But the Lamb’s death has turned all worldly wisdom 
upside down. 

Alert readers may notice here a couple of echoes of John’s Gospel: 
God's tent-pitching reminds us of John 1:14, and the ‘streams of 
living waters’ recalls not only Psalm 23, but also the conversation 
with the Samaritan woman (see John 4:10, 11, 14). 


120. Psalm 42:1 
121. For chis touching maternal image, see Isaiah 25:8, Revelation 21:4 


967 


THE REVELATION OF JOHN 8 


8! 


The seventh seal 


And when [the Lamb] opened the seventh seal, there was silence in heaven, about 
half an hour. 


We saw chac there was a pause after the opening of the sixth seal, 
during which we were given a glimpse of the chasm yawning ahead 
of us, and chen in the licurgy we were shown that all would be well. 
Now, at this climactic point, comes another of those moments thar 
all good Jiturgy should have: ‘there was silence in heaven for about 
half an hour’, We should savour this moment. 


Seven angels and seven trumpets, and a liturgical pause 


And I saw che seven angels who stand before God, and there were given to them 
seven trumpets. 

And another angel came and stood at the altar, with a golden censer; and much 
incense was given him, for him to offer with τῆς prayers of all the saints on the 
golden altar before τῆς throne. And the smoke of the incense went up with the 
prayers of the saints, from the hand of rhe angel [who stood] before God. And the 
angel took the censer, and filled it with the fire from the altar, and threw it on the 
earth; and there were peals of thunder and sounds and flashes of lightning, and an 
earthquake. 

And the seven angels who had the seven trumpets prepared them, to blow the 
trumpet-blast. 


And now we have another dramatic pause; we already know thar 
these seven trumpets, like the scven seals before them, mean chat 
there is going to be trouble. John is the master of che artustic delay, 
and before he charts what happens as the teurnpets blow, he reminds 
us that we are watching a liturgy unfold, whose function ts to assert 
that, whatever happens, God is running the universe: so berween 
the handing-out of the crumpets. and their being put to the angelic 
lips, we have a glimpse of the scene in heaven — the angel before the 
altar, offering ‘the prayers of the saines, which is itself'a reassurance 
that those prayers arc going to be heard by God. But there is no 
longer silence in heaven; instead, there ts thunder and lightning, 
and a sense that everything ts about to explode. 


The first four trumpets 


And che first angel blew ἃ trumpet-blast. And there came hail, and fre mixed wich 
blood, and it was chrown on the earth. And one third of the carth was burnt up, 
and one third of che trees were burne up, and all the green grass was burner up. 

And the second angel blew a crumpet-blast, and [something] like a great mountain, 
burning with fire, was flung into the sea. and one third of the sea turned τὸ blood, 
and one third of the living creatures in the sea died, and one third of the boats were 
destroyed. 

And the third angel blew a crumpet-blast; and a great scar fell from the sky, 
burning like a torch. And ic fell upon one third of the rivers, and upon the sources 
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of [their] waters. And che name of che star ts called Wormwood. And one third of 
the waters turned into wormwood, and many human beings died from the waters, 
because they had been made bitter. 

And the fourth angel blew a trumpet-blast; and one third of the sun was struck, 
and one third of che moon, and one third of the stars, so that one third of them 
might be darkened, and the day might withhold one third of its brightness, and 
the night likewise. : 

And | saw, and 1 heard a single eagle in fight in mid-heaven, crying in a loud 
voice, ‘Woe, woe, woe to those who live on the earth from the remaining blasts of 
the crumpets of the three angels who are about to blow their trumpets!’ 


The trumpets bring unmixed disaster; burt it is very important for 
us, as we read this text, mot to read it as prediction, so much as a 
highly symbolic account of the mess into which the world falls when 
it abandons God. The picture ts one of the most appalling destruction; 
the second rrumpet, especially, threatens well-to-do merchants who 
travelled wich such apparenc ease through the Roman Empire. The 
third trumpet is a frightening prospect for those who know the 
scarcity of clean water and the dangers that go with it. The 
darkening of the sky tells the horrifed reader that nothing in the 
natural world is ro be relied on. We should not, however, press tao 
far to find out what it might mean char the ‘night withholds one 
third of its brightness. 

Then, with consummate ardstry, John uses the device of the 
eagle, to make us look forward in fascinated horror to what will 
come next, 


The fifth trumpet 


And the fifth angel blew a trumpet-blast. And 1 saw a star that had fallen our of 
heaven on to che earth; and the star was given the key to the depths of the Abyss. 
And it opened the depths of che Abyss, and smoke rose up from the depths, like 
the smoke of a great furnace. And the sun and the air were darkened by the smoke 
from the depths. And out of the smoke there came locusts on the land, and they 
were piven power like the power that che scorpions of the earth have. And they 
were told not to harm the grass of che earth, nor any plant, nor any cree, but only 
those human beings who do not have God's seal on their foreheads. And they were 
not allowed τὸ kill them, but [only] that they should be tortured for hve months. 
And their torture was like che torture of a serpent when it afflicts a human being. 
And in these days, human beings will seek for death, and shall not find ir; and they 
shall long to die, and death shall run away from them. 

And what were the locusts like? They were like horses armed for war; and on 
their heads crowns like gold, and cheir faces like the faces of human beings. And 
they had hair like women’s hairs, and cheir ceeth were like lions’ teeth, and they had 
breastplates like breastplates of iron, and the sound of their wings was like the 
sound of many horse chariots racing to war; and they have tails and stings like 
scorpions, and with their tails their power is to harm human beings for five months. 
They have over them the angel who is King of the Abyss. His name in Hebrew is 
‘Abaddon’, and in Greek he has the name ‘Destroyer’. 
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The first woe has gone. Look! Two [further] woes are coming after this. 


We quail as we read. The description of the desrruction is so power- 
Fully cold (and the intensity is perhaps increased by che fact chac this 
fifth crumpet explicicly goes beyand, does not even bother with, the 
destruction of grass, plants and ¢rees signalled by the first trumpet), 
and the events seem so unnatural chat there appears to be no hope. 
John’s contemporaries, however, may have pricked up their ears at 
the reference co the ‘sound of many horse chariots racing to war’, 
and the ‘King of the Abyss’: are we talking here, they might ask, of 
the power of Rome? The word Apollyon (here translated as Destroyer) 
may echo the sound of che name of the God Apollo, worshipped in 
the eastern half of the Roman Empire under that name, and as 
Mercury in the west. 


The sixth cumpet 


And the sixth angel blew a crumpet-blast. And J heard a voice from the four 
corners of the altar of gold before God, saying to the sixth angel, the one char held 
the trumpet, ‘Release the four angels who are held prisoner ἃς the river, the Great 
Euphrates. And che four angels were released, those who had been prepared for the 
hour and the day and the month and the year, to kill a chird of human beings. And 
the number of the troops of cavalry was twenty thousand times ren thousand - | 
heard che number of chem. And this is how 1 saw the horses in che vision, and 
those riding upon them, with breastplates the colour of fire and violet and 
sulphurous yellow. And che heads of che horses were like lions’ heads; and out of 
their mouths came fire and smoke and sulphur. As a result of these three plagues 
(the fire and the smoke and the sulphur chat came forth from their mouths} one 
third of humanity was killed. For che power of the horses is in cheir mouths and in 
their tails. For cheir tails are like snakes; chey have heads, and wich them they do 
damage. 

And the remainder of humanity, who had not been killed by these plagues, failed 
to repent of the deeds of their hands, so as not to fall down before the demons, the 
idols of gold and silver and bronze and stone and wood [idols) chat cannot see or 
hear or walk. And they did not repent of their murders, or of their witchcraft, or of 
their fornication or of their chieving. 


This is a passage of unrelieved grimness; but you should start, as 
John does, from the point of view that God is in charge. He foresees 
destruction coming, but it is coming on those who refuse God's law: 
and even those have room for repentance. But people do not trouble 
(ὁ ‘change cheir ways’, and it is for che failure τὸ observe the command- 
ments of God, despite a warning, thar the destruction will come, 
not so much as a punishment, more as an inevitable consequence. 


The pause before the seventh trumpet 


10:11" And I saw another mighty ange! coming down from heaven, dothed in a 


cloud, and a rainbow on his head, and his face like the sun, and his legs were like 
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pillars of fre, and in his hand he had a little scroll, opened. And he placed his right 
leg on che sea, and his left [leg] on the land. And he cried out in a loud voice, as a 
lion roars. And when he cried out, the seven thunders uttered their own sounds. 
And when the seven thunders uttered, [ was about to write [it} down, and 1 heard a 
voice from heaven saying, ‘Seal up what the seven thunders have urtered, and do 
not write them down,’ 

And the angel whom I had seen standing on the sea and on the land lifted his 
right hand up to heaven, and swore by the one who lives for ever and ever, the one 
who created the heaven and the things that are in it, and the earth, and the things 
chat are on it, and the sea, and the things that are in it, that ‘There shall be no 
more time, but in the days of the sound of the seventh angel, when he is about 
to blow a trumpet-blast, the mystery of God will have been accomplished, in 
accordance with the good news that he had proclaimed to his servants the 
prophets. 

And the voice which I had heard from heaven I heard speaking a second time, 
and saying, ‘Go — take the scroll which is open in the hand of the angel that stands 
on the sea and on the land. And I went to che angel, and told htm to give me che 
litle scroll. And he says to me, “Take it and eat ir up, and ic will make your 
stomach bitter; but in your mouth ic shall be as sweet as honey. 

And I took the little scroll from the angel's hand, and I ate it up, and in my 
mouth it was like sweet honey, and when 1 had eaten it, my stomach was made 
bitter; and they tell me, “You must prophesy again to the peoples and nations and 
languages and to mary kings.’ 


And there was given me a measuring rod, like a staff, saying, ‘Up you get -- and 
measure the Temple of God, and the Altar, and those who warship in it. And cast 
out the court which is outside the Temple; [leave it) outside, and do not measure 
it, for it is piven over to the Genules, and they shall trample over the Holy City for 
forty-two months. 

‘And I shall give power to my two witnesses, and they shall prophesy for 1260 
days, wearing sackcloth. These are che rwo olive crees, and the two lamp-stands 
which stand before the Lord of the Earth and if anyone desires to harm them, fire 
comes out of their mouths and devours their enemies, and if anyone desires to 
harm them, this is how that person must be killed. These have the auchoricy to 
close up heaven, so that no rain may fall in the days of their prophecy; and they 
have authority over the waters, to turn them into blood and to strike the earth with 
every kind of plague, as often as they want. 

And when they complete their witnessing, the Beast which comes up from the 
Abyss wil] make war against them, and will conquer them and kill them, and their 
corpses shall lie in the main square of the great city, which 1s called, spiritually, 
Sodom and Egypt, where their Lord was crucihed. And from the peoples and tribes 
and languages and nations, there will be those who look upon their corpses for 
three-and-a-half days; and they do not permit their corpses to be placed in a tomb. 
And those who dwell on the earth are glad and rejoice over them, and they'll send 
each other presents, because these two prophets tormented those who dwell on the 
earth. 

‘And after three-and-a-half days, the Spirit of Life from God entered into them, 
and they stood on their feet, and great fear fell on those who saw them. And they 
heard a great voice from heaven, saying to them, “Come up here.” And they went 
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up co heaven in ἃ doud, and their enemies saw them. And ar char hour there was a 
great earthquake, and one centh of che city fell; and in the earthquake, seven 
thousand human beings were killed. And che remainder became fearful, and gave 
glory to the God of heaven. 

“The second woe has gone. Look! The third wae is coming soon." 


Once again, as we read chis passage, it is with an increasing sense 
that che world as we know it is falling apart (as indeed is the case): 
but che fact char it is foretold means chat we are being invited τὸ sec 
ir in the light of God's purpasc. So the ange! who swears by the 
Living One gives us great reassurance, as he dominates land and sea 

And John follows Ezekiel in eating che scroll,'4 and receiving a 
prophenk mission, in this case τὸ ‘peoples and nations and languages 
and many kings’. He also follows Ezekiel in measuring around the 
Temple.'> He foresees, however, a bong (but not unending) dominagan 
of the Holy City by the Genailes. In chis concext, we encounter τῆς 
mysterious ‘two olive crees and cwo lamp-stands’,'** and the reader 
wil] have to decide (on the basis of all char you read in Revelation) 
who these are. Clearly they are on the side of God; dearh: they are τὸ 
suffer a humuliaong death: clearly that death is not che end of the story. 

The alert reader will nonce that the tense changes rather abruptly 
from fucure co present τὸ past, pardy because the past tense is chat of 
the quotation from Ezekiel’s viston (37:1-10) of che Valley of the 
Dry Bones. [t also refleces che fact thar tenses in Hebrew and Aramaic 
are not as clear-cut as they are in English (and Greek): but for che 
reader it offers a sense that the vision (or is it a ‘hearing’?) is some- 
how amedess. 

The reference to che mystery of God being ‘accomplished’ may be 
yet another link τὸ John's Gasped (19:30). The ‘ewo witnesses’ may 
remind us of Moses and Aaron before Pharaoh, as they called down 
plagues, in Exodus 5-172. 

The menaon of che Beast, cearty an enemy of God, τς the first of 
more than 30 in the Book of Revelanon. 


The seventh trumpet-blast: another liturgical moment 


And the seventh angel blew a trumpet-blast. And chere were loud voters m heaven. 
saying, ‘The kingdom of the world has become the kingdom of our Lord and of 
his Messiah. And he will reign for ever and ever.’ 

And che cwenty-four elders who sat on their thrones before God fell on cheir 
faces and worshipped God. saying, “We give you thanks, Lord God Almighty. The 
Is and the Was, because you hzve accepred your great power and started τὸ reign. 
And the nations hzve become angry. and your anger has come, and the cime for che 
dead to be judged, and to give (their) reward co your slaves che prophets, and to 
the saincs, and to chose who fear your name, the small and che great, and to destroy 
those who destroy the earth.’ 
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This seventh ctrumpert-blast does not, rather co our surprise, 
immediately unleash another ‘woe’. Instead we are returned to the 
heavenly liturgy, and to che reminder that, whatever the power of 
‘those who destroy the earth’, God is in charge, and that our proper 
posture is Hat on our faces before God's throne, joining in the worship 
that never ends. 


- 


A glimpse into heaven 


11'°12 And the Temple of God was opened in heaven, and the Ark of his Covenant 
was seen in his Temple, and there were Aashes of lightning and voices and 
thunderclaps and an earthquake, and great hail. 


And a great sign was seen in heaven, a woman clothed in the sun; and the moon 
was beneath her feet; and on her head was a crown of twelve scars. And she was 
pregnant; and she cries out in her labour-pains and in the anguish of giving birth. 
And another sign was seen in heaven, and look! A great red dragon with seven 
heads and ten horns, and on the seven heads seven diadems, and its tail sweeps 
away one third of the stars of heaven, and threw chem down on to the earch. 

And the dragon stood before che woman who was about to give birch, in order to 
eat her child up when she bore ic. 

And she bore a son, a male, who is going to shepherd all the nations with an iron 
rod, and her child was snatched up to God and to God's throne. And rhe woman 
Hed to the desert, where she has a place made ready from God, in order for chem to 
Jook after her for 1260 days. 

And war broke out in heaven, Michael and his angels to make war on the 
dragon. And the dragon and his angels made war, and he was not victorious, nor 
did they have any place in heaven. And the Great Dragon, the Ancient Snake, the 
one known as Devil and Satan, the one who leads the whole world astray, was 
thrown down on the earth; and his angels were chrown down with him. And | 
heard a preat voice in heaven saying, 


Now the salvation and the power and the kingdom of our God has come, 
and the authority of his Messiah, because the accuser of our brothers and 
sisters was cast down, the one who accuses them before our God day and 
night. And they conquered him because of the blood of the Lamb, and 
because of che word of their witness; they did not love their lives to the 
poinc of death. 

Therefore rejoice, O heavens, and those who dwell in [the heavens]. Woe 
to earth and sea, because the devil came down co you with a preat rage, 
knowing that he has not much time. 


And when the dragon saw that he had been thrown on to the earth he went after 
the woman who had borne the male child. And the woman was given the two 
wings of the great eagle, to Hy into the desert, to her place, where she is being 
looked after, for a ime and cwo times and half a time [protected] from the presence 
of the dragon. And from its mouth, the dragon hurled water, like a river, after the 
woman, in order to have her swept away like a river. And the earth came co the 
womans help; and the earth opened its mouth and swallowed up the river chat the 
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dragon hurled from its mouth. And the dragon was enraged against the woman, 
and went off to make war on the rest of her seed who kept the commandments οἱ 
God and who had the witness of Jesus. 

And he stood on the sand of the sea. 


Once again we are given a glimpse of the heavenly liturgy, to show 
us what is going on, and to reassure us that God is really in charge. 
Who is the woman? The most obvious reading is that she is Mary, 
mother of Jesus (for the child is evidently Jesus); burc she has also 
been read as Eve, Hagar, Israel, the city of Jerusalem and the 
Christian Church. Perhaps she has elements of all of these. 

Who is the dragon? The enemy of God, evidently, and also a kind 
of parody of God, as is suggested by the seven heads and seven diadems, 
and the sweeping away of ‘one third of the stars’. This is something 
chat we shal] see again in this second half of che Un-Veiling. War is 
incvitable against this ‘fake God’, but the forces of righteousness 
will be victorious. The licurgy gives us hope. the glimpse of che 
dragon compels us to recognise that chere is trouble ahead. 


The emergence of the Beast 


13} And I saw a Beast coming up our of the sea, with ten horns and seven heads, and 
ten diadems on its horns, and on its heads blasphemous names. And the Beast chat 
I saw was like a leopard; and its feet were like {the feet] of a bear; and its mouth 
was like a lions mouch. And the dragon gave [che Beast] ics own power, and its 
throne, and preat authority. And one of its heads was as though it had been 
slaughtered to death; and its lethal wound was healed. 

And the whole earth was astounded in the wake of the Beast; and they 
worshipped τῆς dragon, because it had given [ics] authority to che Beast, and they 
worshipped the Beast, saying, ‘Whe is like che Beast? And who can make war on 
it?’ 

And it was given a mouth co utter boasts and blasphemies; and it was given 
auchoricy to act for forty-two months. And it opened its mouth for blasphemy 
against God to blaspheme [God's] name and God's tent, those who dwell in 
heaven. And it was pranted it τὸ make war on the saincs and to conquer them; and 
it was granted auchonicy over every tribe and people and language and nation. And 
all chase who dwell on earth will worship it: its name is not wricten in the scroll of 
life of the Lamb slaughtered from the creation of the world. 

If anyone has an ear, let them hear! 

If anyone [is destined] for imprisonment, [they go} to imprisonment. And if 
anyone [is destined] to be killed by che sword, [they gol] co be killed by che sword. 
Here is the endurance and faith of the saincs. 

And | saw another beast coming up from the land, and it had two homs like 2 
lamb — but it spake like a dragon. And it exercises all che authority of the first Beast 
in its presence, and it causes the earth and chose who dwell in it to worship the ἤχει 
Beast, whose lethal wound was healed. And it performs great miracles, to make fire 
come down from heaven onto the earth, in che presence of human beings. And it 
leads astray those who dwell on carth, through che miracles chat it was granted to 
perform in the presence of the Beast, telling thase who dwell on che earch to make 
a statue for the Beast, who has che wound from the sword, and yrt lived. 
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And it was granted τὸ it to endow the statue of the Beast with life, so that the 
Beast's statue might speak, and bring it about that whoever did not worship the 
Beast's statue might be killed. And ir makes them all, small and great, rich and 
poor, free and slaves, to pive chem a mark on their right hand or on their forehead; 
and it brings ic about chat no one can buy or sell except ἃ person who has the mark, 
che name of the Beast, or che number of the Beast’s name. This is the secret: ec the 
one who has intelligence calculate che Beast’s number — for it is the number of a 
human being, and his number is six hundred and sixty-six. 


Now we meet the Beast; he has been mentioned before, but here we 
see him in uncomfortable detail. Clearly the Beast stands for che 
forces opposed to God; it is a horrible sight, made up of different 
kinds of animal, and in some of its features (power, authoricy, 
throne, for example), clearly sets itself up as a rival to God, and a 
parody of the Lamb. Like the Lamb, it is ‘slaughtered’. (This is probably 
a reference to the rumour that the dead emperor Nero was still alive 
somewhere. The rumour therefore becomes an evil parody of Jesus’ 
resurrection.) Like the Lamb, it has authoricy over every tribe and 
tongue and people and language and nation. Like the Lamb it has 
horns; like che Jesus of the Gospels, it does miracles. However, it is 
different from che Lamb in chat its auchoricy ts noc real and in chat 
it speaks like a dragon. Nevertheless, there are rwo beasts, and this 
display of power makes us feel nervous. 

So we feel uneasy and discomfited, as we watch, and ask who can 
possibly make war on the Beast. We know already that “Michael” has 
won the bartle in heaven, which means chat all shall be well, and the 
Lamb will be victorious on earth; but we shiver as we read. Then 
there is che number of the Beast, che one fact that everybody knows 
about the Book of Revelation. There are many possibilities for an 
interpretation, buc che most likely is che name of che Emperor Nero, 
written in Hebrew lecters (in both Hebrew and Greek, numbers are 
expressed by letters, and form the basis of all kinds of interesting 
calculations). It is quite possibly che case that the Un-Veiling was 
written not very long after Nero's death, and in che context of ‘Elvis 
lives rumours of his return. 


A liturgy for the Lamb 


And ] saw, and look! The Lamb standing on Mount Sion, and with him a hundred 
and forcy-four chousand who have his name, and che name of his Father written on 
their foreheads. And | heard a voice fram heaven, like [the] voice of many waters, 
and like [che] voice of great thunder. And che voice which [ heard [was] like 
harpiscs playing harp melodies on their harps. And they sing something like ‘a new 
song in the presence of the Lamb, and in the presence of the four animals and the 
elders, and no one could learn the song except for the one hundred and forcy-four 
thousand, who are redeemed from the earth. These are the ones who have nat been 
defiled [by going} with women; for they are virgins, those who follow the Lamb 
wherever he goes. These have been redeemed from [among] human beings, as first- 
fruits for God and for che Lamb. And in their mouth there is found no falsehood — 
they are unblemished. 
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Once again we are in lirurgical mode; and, once again, rhe function 
of lirurgy is to help us to plod on, despite all adversity. The voice is a 
part of this, and God is clearly presence in the voice of waters and 
thunders and harps chat sing a new song; and we should observe che 
144,000 now safely with God. John is signalling to his readers chac 
they too will one day be there, if only chey will keep cheir nerve and 
continue to follow the Lamb, and to avoid the temprations of the 
world. 


More liturgical glimpses: six angels 


And I saw another angel, Aying in mid-heaven; he had an eternal gospel to preach 
upon those who dwell on earth, and upon every nation and tribe and language and 
people, saying in a loud voice, ‘Fear God, and give him glory, because the hour of 
his judgement has come; and worship him who created heaven and earth and the 
sea and the springs of warer.’ 

And another angel (the second) followed, saying, ‘Fallen, fallen is Babylon the 
Great, she who caused all the nations to drink of the wine of the rage of her 
fornication.’ 

And another angel {the third) followed them, saying in a loud voice, ‘If someone 
worships the Beast and its statue, and accepts [the] mark on their forchead or on 
their hand, they also shall drink of the wine of God's rage, poured out undiluted 
in the cup of his anger; and they shall be tormented with fire and brimstone in the 
presence of the holy angels and in the presence of the Lamb. And the smoke of 
their torment shall rise up for ever and ever; and they have no respite, day or night. 
those who worship the Beast and its statue, and anyone who accepts the mark of its 
name. Here is the endurance of the saints, those who keep the commandments of 
God and their faith in Jesus.’ 

And I heard a voice from heaven saying, ‘Write: Happy are the dead who from 
now on die in the Lord. Yes, says the Spirit, that they may have respite from their 
labours, for their deeds follow along with them.’ 

And | saw, and look! A white cloud, and on the cloud one sitting like a Son of 
Man; on his head he had a golden crown, and in his hand a sharp sickle. And 
another angel came out of the Temple crying out in a loud voice to the one sitting 
on the cloud, ‘Put in your sickle and harvest, because the hour has come to harvest, 
because the earth's harvest has withered up. And the one sitting on the cloud put 
in his sickle, onto the earth; and rhe earth was harvested. 

And another angel came out of the Temple which is in heaven, and he also had a 
sharp sickle. 

And another angel came out of the altar of incense; [the angel] had auchoriry 
over the fire, and cried out in aloud voice to the one who had the sharp sickle, ‘Put 
in your sharp sickle and pluck the bunches of grapes from che earth's vine. because 
its prapes are ripe.” And the angel put his sickle on to the carth, and harvested the 
earth's vine, and put {it] into the great winepress of the anger of God. And the 
winepress was trodden outside the city, and blood came out of the winepress, as 
high as horses’ bridles, for a distance of one thousand six hundred furlongs [‘rwo 
hundred miles’). 


This view into heaven, with six angels (the alert reader of the Un- 
Veiling inevitably asks, “Where is Number 72’) preparing to admanistcr 
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punishment to the enemies of God, is meant ro reassure us; we are 
present at a crisis, but God's forces are mobilised, and cannot fail in 
their objective. 

For che firse time in the book we hear mention of ‘Babylon’, who 
is clearly the enemy of God. We shall hear more of this name, which 
is very likely early Christian code for Rome, whose destruction is 
therefore being prophesied. We mop our brow as we read. 


Visions of victory 


And | saw another sign in heaven, great and astonishing: seven angels with seven 
plagues, the final plagues, because in them the wrath of God is consummated. 

And I saw something like a sea of glass mixed with fire; and those who 
conquered and survived the Beast and its statue and the number of its name, they 
were standing on the plass sea with God's harps; and they sing the song of Moses, 
God's slave, and the song of the Lamb: 


‘Great and wonderful are your deeds, Lord God Almighry. 
Just and crue are your ways, King of the Nations. 
Who shall not fear, Lord, and glorify your name? 

Because [you] alone are holy, 
because all nations shall come and worship before you, 
because your judgements have been revealed.’ 


And after chis I saw, and the temple of the tent of witness was opened in heaven, 
and the seven angels who had the seven plagues came our of the temple wearing 
clean bright linen, and with golden breastplates around their chests. And one of 
the four animals gave the seven angels seven golden bowls, full of τῆς wrath of God 
who lives for ever and ever. And the temple was full of smoke from the glory of 
God, and from God's power. And no one could enter the temple until the seven 
plagues of the seven angels were completed. 


We shiver with discomfort as we read, buc we are struck with the 
holiness of God, che cercaincy of his victory, and the roughness of it. 
Once again a liturgical hymn encourages us to hope, not in our own 
resources, but in the power of God. 


Does this make you feel hopeful? 


Seven angels, pouring out seven plagues 


And 1 heard a loud voice from the temple saying to the seven angels, “Go — and 
pour out the seven bowls of the wrath of God on the earth.’ 

And the first went off and poured out his bowl on the earth; and there arose a 
foul and angry sore on the people who had the mark of the Beast, and those who 
worshipped its statue. 

And the second one went off and poured out his bowl on the sea, and it turned 
into blood, like that of a corpse, and every living creature that was in the sea died. 

And the third one poured out his bowl on the rivers and che springs of water; 
and [rhe water] turned to blood. And [ heard che angel of the waters saying, 
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‘You are righteous, che Is and the Was, the Holy One, 
because you have pronounced chese judgements, 
because they poured our the blood of the saints and prophets 
and you gave chem blood to drink — they deserve it.’ 


And [ heard che altar of incense saying, 
‘Yes, Lord Almighry, your judgements are true and just.’ 


And the fourth one poured out his bow! on the sun, and it was granted him to 
burn people up with fire. And che people were burnt up, a massive burning, and 
they blasphemed the name of God who had authority over these plagues; and they 
did not repent and give him glory. 

And the fifth one poured out his bow! over che chrone of che Beast, and his kingdom 
was darkened, and they bit cheir tongues from pain. And they blasphemed the God 
of heaven because of their pains and because of their sores; and they did not repent 
of their deeds. 

And the sixth one poured out his bow] on the great river, the Euphrates: and its 
water was dried up, in order to prepare the way of che kings from the cast. And, 
out of the mouth of the dragon, and out of the mouth of the Beast, and out of the 
mouth of the false prophet I saw three unclean spirits, like frogs; for they are the 
spirits of demons, and they perform miracles, which come out upon che kings of 
the entire world, to gather them for the war of God Almighry's Great Day. ‘Look - 
| am coming like a thief; happy the one who stays awake, and who keeps his 
clothes on, so that chey do ποῖ go about naked, and people see cheir private parcs.’ 
And he gathered them to the place that in Hebrew is called ‘Har Magedon’. 

And the seventh one poured out his bow! on the air; and there went out a loud 
voice from the Temple, from the throne, saying ‘It is over.” Then there came 
lightning, and voices, and thunderclaps, and a great earthquake, such as has not 
happened since humaniry camc on carth, an earthquake of such magnitude, such a 
violent one. And the great ciry was split into τῆτες parts; and the cities of the 
Gentiles fell. And great Babylon was remembered before God, to give her the cup 
of the wine of the wrath of his rage. And every island fled, and the mountains 
could not be found. And a great hailstone, weighing a talent, comes down from 
heaven upon human beings; and the human beings blasphemed God because of 
the plague of hail; because its plague is very violent. 


Reading this, we are uneasy at being asked to share Johns evident 
enthusiasm for the punishment that is being dished out to the 
unrighteous. But we must not miss the point, that they deserve it, 
in John’s view; they are given the chance co repent and instead of 
mending their ways, they carry on blaspheming God's name. In 
other words, they have opred to stay on the side of the Beast — and 
thar way lies incvicable destruction. The point is not so much the 
punishment of the unnghteous, as the certainry that Jesus’ followers 
will (despite al] appearances) be vindicated. 
Does this passage make you gloat or breathe a sigh of relief? 


The Great Whore 


17: And one of the seven angels who held the seven bowls came and said τὸ me, ‘Come 
here; 1 shall show you che condemnation of the Great Whore, who sics upon many 
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waters, with whom the kings of the earth have committed fornication, and those 
who inhabit the earth have gor drunk on the wine of her fornication.’ And he 
carried me away to the desert in the Spirit. And I saw a woman sitting on a scarlet 
beast, full of blasphemous names, with seven heads and ten horns. And the woman 
was clothed in purple and scarlet; and she was gilded with gold and precious 
stone[s] and pearls, wich a golden cup in her hand, full of abominations, and the 
impurities of her fornication. And on her forehead a name [was] written, a secret: 
‘Babylon che Great, the Mother of the Whores and Abominations of the earth. 
And I saw [thac] the woman was drunk from the blood of rhe saints, and from the 
blood of Jesus’ witnesses. And I was astonished as I looked at her — a great 
astonishment. 

And the angel said to me, “Why are you astonished? | shall tell you the secret of 
the woman and of che Beast who carries her, who has the seven heads and che ten 
horns. 

‘The Beast thar you saw was and is not, and is about co come up out of the 
Abyss, and is going to destruction. And those who inhabit the earth shall be 
astonished [thosel whose name is not written in the scroll of life, from che creation 
of the world, when they see che Beast, because it was and is ποῖ, and shall be arc 
hand. Here is the mind that has wisdom. 

‘The seven heads are seven hills, on which che woman sits; and they are seven 
kings: five have fallen, one is, che other has noc yet come, and when he comes he 
must remain a litle while. And the Beast which was and is not is both number eight 
and one of the seven; and he ts going to destruction. And che ten horns which you 
saw are ten kings, who have not yet received the kingship, but they receive 
authority as kings, for a single hour, along with che Beast. These ones are of one 
mind; and they give their power and authority τὰ the Beast. These will make war 
on the Lamb, and the Lamb will conquer them, because he is Lord of lords and 
King of kings and chose with him are called, and chosen, and faithful.’ 

And he says to me, ‘The waters chat you saw, where the whore sits, are peoples 
and crowds and nations and languages. And the ten horns that you saw, and the 
Beast, these will hace the whore, and they will cause her to be laid waste and naked, 
and they will devour her Aesh, and they shall burn her up with fre. For God put tt 
into their hearts co carry ouc his purpose, and co carry out a single purpose, and to 
give their kingly authority to the Beast, until God's words shall be accomplished. 
And che woman whom you saw ts the great city, which has kingship over the kings 
of che earth.’ 


Like the Bease that she rides on, the woman represents the forces of 
evil who are implacably opposed to God, and who are unmistakably 
the world power chat is Rome, and its client kingdoms. The Beast's 
seven heads and ten horns resemble those of the dragon (12:3). The 
Beast who ‘was and is not’, to whom che ten kings give ‘authority 
and power’ parodies God, just as che Beast’s hatred of che whore, and 
devouring her flesh, is a parody of Christian love and of the Eucharist. 
Moreover, we are now quite clear chat we are talking about Rome: 
the woman sits on seven hills like Rome; it is che current Emperor 
(rather than the Lamb) who is Lord of lords and King of kings; and 
there can be only one great city which has kingship of the kings of 
the earth. 
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What about the seven kings, one of whom is also number eight? They 
seem to represent Roman emperors, and scholars have suggested 
various different ways of counting them, in order to find out the 
date when the Book of Revelation was written. Perhaps we should 
not worry too much about the mathematics of ir all: until recently it 
was widely supposed by scholars chat the Revelation was written at 
the end of the frst cencury, in the reign of Domitian. Not long ago. 
however, attention has shifted back to the difficult days after the 
death of che Emperor Nero in AD 68, and the rumour that Nero was 
about to rerurn from death as a possible time for the writing of the 
Book of Revelation. Perhaps it does not matter, John wants us to 
savour the victory over evil racher than unravel the code. 


The fall of Babylon 


[8 After this ] saw another angel coming down out of heaven; he had great authority, 
and the earth was lit up by his radiance. And he shouted in a mighty voice. 


‘Fallen, fallen is Babylon the Great; 
and she has become a dwelling place of demons, 
and a prison for every unclean spirit, 
and a prison for every unclean bird, 
and a prison for every unclean and loathsome beast, 
because all the nations have drunk of the wine of the cage of her fornication; 
And all the kings of the earth have commicted fornication with her: 
and che merchants of the earth have become wealthy as a result of the power 
of her luxury.’ 


And | heard another voice from heaven, saying, 


‘Come out from her, my people, so as not co cake part in her sins, and so as not 
to receive a share of her plagues, because her sins have reached up to heaven, and 
God has remembered her crimes. Pay her back as she has paid back: and give her 
double, rwice as much as her deeds: the cup that she has mized, mix her a double 
dose. For all her glory and her luxury, give her an equal amount of torment and 
mourning, because in her heart she is saying, “] am enthroned as Queen; and I am 
not a widow; and [ shall not see any mourning.” Because of this, her plagues will 
come in a single day, death and mourning and famine; and she will be burnt up 
with fire, because the Lord God who has judged her is mighty.’ 

And the kings of the earth, who commined fornication and lived in luxury with 
her, shall weep and moum when they see the smoke of her burning, as they stand 
afar off, because of [their] fear of her torment, saying. 


“Woe, woe, the great city, Babylon the mighty city? 
Because in a single hour your judgement has come.’ 


And the merchants of the earth weep and grieve over her, because no one any 
longer buys their cargo, cargo of gold and silver and precious stone[s] and pearls 
and linen and purple robes and silk and scarlet dothes, and every kind of citron 
wood, and every kind of ivory vessel and every kind of vessel chat is made of very 
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precious wood, and bronze and iron and marble, and cinnamon and spices and 
incense, and myrrh and frankincense and wine and olive oil and fine four and wheac 
and cattle and sheep and horses and carriages and slaves -- and the souls of human 
beings. 

And the fruit your soul craved has departed from you; and all your glamour and 
splendour are lost to you, and no way will chey ever be found again. 

The merchants of these things, who got rich by her, will stand afar off, in fear at 
her torment, weeping and mourning and saying, 


“Woe, woe, the preat city, that wore linen and purple and scarlet 
and was gilded with gold and precious stones and pearls, 
because in ἃ single hour so much wealth was devastated.’ 


And every ship's captain, and every seafarer, and sailors, and all who make their 
living from the sea stood afar off, and they cried out as they saw the smoke of her 
burning, and said, “Who is like che preat city?’ And they threw duse on their heads, 


and they cried out, weeping and grieving, saying, 


‘Woe, woe, the great city, 
through whom all those who had ships on the sea 
grew rich from her high prices, 
because in a single hour she has been laid waste. 
Rejoice over her, heaven, and saints, and apostles, and prophets, 
because God has executed your judgement on her,’ 


And one mighty angel lifted up a stone, like a great millstone, and hurled it into 
the sea, saying, 


‘So shal] Babylon, the “great city’, be hurled down with violence and not be 
found again. And the sound of harpists and musicians and flure players 
and trumpeters 
shall not be found in you again. 

And no craftsman of any craft shall be found in you again. 

And the sound of the millstone shall not be heard in you again, 
and the light of the lamp shal! not be seen in you again, 
and the voice of the bridegroom and of the bride shall not be heard in you again, 
because your merchants were the great ones of the earth, 
because by your magic spell all che Gentiles were led astray. 

And in the city the blood of the prophets and saints, 
and of all those slaughtered on earth, was found.’ 


There is for many readers an unattractive note of gloating triumph 
at the fall of Babylon; bur try co read this passage with the eyes of 
those who felt gloomily thac Rome was there for ever, and would 
never be overthrown, so that the followers of Jesus would always be 
persecuted. On the lips of the kings and merchants and shipowners, 
in their lamentation at che fall of Babylon, we hear a parody of the 
hymns we have overheard in the heavenly liturgy. The message is the 
same: God is in charge. 
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The heavenly liturgy: victory songs 


19" After this, I heard [something] like [the] mighty sound of a large crowd in heaven, 


11-21 


saying, 
Alleluia! Salvation and glory and power belong to our God, 
because his judgements are truc and just, 
because he has condemned the great whore, 
who was destroying the earch with her whoring, 
and he has avenged the blood of his slaves [and freed them] from her power.’ 


And a second time they said, 
Alleluia! And her smoke goes up for ever and cver.’ 


And the twenty-four elders and the four animals fell down and worshipped God 
who sits on the throne, saying, 


‘Amen! AJleluia!,’ 
and a voice came out of the chronc, saying, 
‘Praise to our Gad, all you his slaves, and those who fear him, small and great.’ 


And 1 heard something like the sound of a large crowd, and like the sound of many 
waters and like the sound of mighty chunder saying, 


Alleluia! Because the Lord God Almighry has started his reign. 
let us rejoice and exult and give him glory, 
because the Lambs wedding feast has come, 
and his Bride has prepared herself, 
and it has been granted her to put ona clean and radiant linen [garment]. 
(For che linen is che righteous deeds of the saincs.)’ 


And he says to me, “Write: “Happy are those who are invited to the Lambs 
wedding feast.” 


And he says to me, “These are God's true words.’ 

And I fell down before his feet, to worship him. 

And he says to me, “Don't even think of it: 1 am the fellow slave of you, and of 
your brothers and sisters who have Jesus’ testimony. Worship God. For Jesus’ 
testimony is the spirit of prophecy. 


Once again we are permitted to cavesdrop on the heavenly liturgy, 
and this enables us τὸ see the destruction of ‘Babylon’ as God's 
improbable victory. And at the end we are reminded thac the only 
proper objects of worship are God and the Lamb: hence not angels. 
and certainly not Roman emperors or theic statues. 

Is worship of che wrong objects a problem for us, too? 


Glimpses of God's victory 

And | saw heaven opened, and look! A white horse, and the one sitting on it, called 
Faithful and True, and he judges with justice, and with justice he makes war. His 
eyes are like a fiery flame, and on his head are many diadems, with a name written 
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thac no one knows except himself, and he is clothed in a garment that has been 
dipped in blood, and his name is called “The Word of God’. And the heavenly 
armies followed him, on white horses; and they were clothed in clean white linen. 
And from his mouth there came out a sharp sword, so that he might strike the 
nations with ic, and he shall shepherd chem with an iron rod; and he will trample 
the winepress of the wine of the rage of God Almighty’s wrath; and on his garment 
and on his thigh a name is written, ‘King of kings and Lord of lords’. 

And 1 saw an ange! standing on the sun; and the angel shouted in a loud voice, 
saying to all the birds that fly in the mid-heavens, ‘Come — gather to the banquet, 
co eat the bodies of kings, and the bodies of commanders, and the bodies of the 
mighry, and the bodies of horses, and the bodies of their riders, and the bodies of 
all free people, and all slaves, and of small and great!’ 

And I saw the Beast, and the kings of the earth, and their armies gathered to 
make war on the one who sits on the horse, and on his army. And the Beast was 
made prisoner, and his false propher along with him, the ane who performed 
miracles before him, with which he fooled those who accepted the mark of the 
Beast, and those who worshipped its statue. The cwo of chem were thrown alive 
into the lake of Are which burns wich sulphur. And the remainder were killed with 
the sword of the one sitting on the horse, the sword that came our of his mouth, 


and all the birds gorged themselves on their bodies. 


A vision here to rake away che unpleasant caste of the whore. The 
victorious one rides on a white horse inscread of a beast, and ic is the 
victory of truth and fidelity, against all che odds, chat we are invited 
to celebrate. This is the one who, unlike the Roman Emperor, is 
properly called ‘King of kings and Lord of lords’, and who ts given 
the title, familiar to us from the Prologue of John’s Gospel, of “The 
Word of God’. We are nor invited to feel sorry for che powerful enemies 
of God as they receive the punishment thac chey have deserved. 


The thousand-year captivity of the enemy 


200 And I saw an angel coming down from heaven, wich the key of che Abyss, and a 
great chain in his hand. And he seized the dragon, the snake, the Ancient One, 
who is the Devil and Satan. And he tied him up for a chousand years, and threw 
him into the Abyss, and locked tt and put a seal on it, so that he would no longer 
lead the nations astray, unti] the thousand years should be completed. After thar he 
must be released for a brief time. And I[ saw thrones, and people sat on them, and 
judgement was given to them; and [I saw] the souls of those who had been 
beheaded because of their witness for Jesus and because of the Word of God; and [I 
saw] those who had not worshipped the Beast, nor its statue, and who had not 
accepted [ics] mark on their foreheads and on their hands. And they came τὸ life, 
and they reigned with Christ for a thousand years. The remainder of the dead did 
not come to life until the thousand years were completed. 

This is che first Resurrection. Happy and holy is the one who has a part in the 
first Resurrection; aver these people, the second death has no power, but they shall 
be priests of God and of Christ; and they shall reign wich him for che chousand years. 

And when the thousand years are completed, Satan shall be set free from his 
prison, and he will come out to lead astray the nations who are in the four corners 
of che earth, Gog and Magog, to gather chem for war: their number is like the sand 
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of the sea. And they went up τὸ the broad plain of the earth, and encircled the 
camp of the saints, and the beloved ciry, and fire came down out of heaven and 
devoured them. And the Devil who leads them astray was hurled intro the lake of 
fire and sulphur, where the Beast and the fake prophet [are]; and they shal] be 
tortured day and night for ever and ever. 


The ‘thousand-year captivity’ is said to have caused a good deal of 
anxiety at the end of the tenth century AD, and the end of the 
twendeth cencury was not without its anxieties. Bur all that comes from 
a misunderstanding of the text. The Book of Revelation is ποῖ a 
prediction, bur a dramatic statement; and its message is that because 
God ts in charge, all will be well, no matter how unpleasant things 
may appear to be. So we should rejoice at John's confidence in the 
Resurrection, rather chan temble at the alarming but transient 
phenomena. 


The final judgement 


And I saw a great white throne, and the One sitting on it. And earth and heaven 
fled from his presence; and there was no place for them. And I saw the dead, the 
great and smal}, standing before the throne. And scrolls were opened, and another 
scrol] was opened, which is [the Scroll] of Life; and the dead were judged on the 
basis of what was wricten in the scrolls, according to their deeds. And the sea gave 
up the dead that were within her, and Death and Hades gave up the dead that were 
in them, and each one was judged on the basis of their works (or: what they had 
done]. And Death and Hades were thrown into the lake of fire. This is the second 
death, the lake of fire. And if anyone is not found written in the Scroll of Life, chey 
are thrown into the lake of fire. 


Ac chis pointe comes the judgement; and, once again, the poinc is not 
to tremble in fear that one’s name might have been missed out of 
the “Scroll of Life’, so much as to assume that we each have our 
place in the new creation (earth and heaven, the old creation, 


having fled), and to rejoice at the destruction of ‘Death and Hades’. 


The vision of the new creation 


And | saw a mew heaven and a new earth; for the first heaven and the first earth had 
gone away — and the sea no longer cxists. And | saw the Holy Ciry, New Jerusalem, 
coming down out of heaven from God, prepared like a bride adorned for her 
husband. And I heard a mighry voice from che throne, saying, ‘Look! God's tent 
with human beings; and God wall pitch his tene with them; and they shall be his 
peoples, and God himself will be with them as their God. And he will wipe away 
every tear from their eyes. And Death shall be no more; and sadness, and crying, 
and pain shall be no more — for che former things have gone.’ 

And the One Sitting on the Throne said, ‘Look! I am making all chings new.’ 
And he says, ‘Write, because these words are reliable and crue.’ And he said to me, 
‘It is done. I am the Alpha and the Omega [τῆς A and che Z’), the Beginning and 
the End. I shall give to che one who is thirsty, from che fountain of che water of life 
— at no cost. The one whe conquers shall inherit chese chings, and “I shall be God 
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to him and he shall be my son”.!?> Bur as for che cowards and the faithless, and 
those who have gone in for abominations; as for murderers and fornicators and 
sorcerers and idolaters, and all liars — their portion is in the lake chat burns with 


fire and sulphur, which is the second death. 


This is a beautiful vision of the new creation, God intimately 
present to his people, and an end to all that chreatens humanicy; 
and it is full of charming scriptural echoes: the water at no cost, 
from Isaiah 55, and che water of life that reminds us of Chaprer 4 of 
John’s Gospel. Bur there is another note, too, of judgement and 
death, which we must take seriously if we are to understand the 
Book of Revelation, including, perhaps, an echo of the deach of 
Jesus in the Gospel of John: the cry ‘It is done’ (though the Greek 
word used is different}, and the reference to thirst’ (see John 19: 28, 
30). ‘He shall be my som: this refers, of course, to anyone who 
conquers, not just Jesus -- but I have left che ‘exclusive’ language of 
the original, because of che apparent reference to 2 Samuel 7:14. 


The vision of the Holy City — like no city you ever saw 


212} And one of the seven angels who have the seven bowls filled with the seven 
plagues, the nal ones, came and spoke with me, Come -- | shall show you the 
Bride, the wife of the Lamb.” And he took me away in the spirit, co a great and 
high mountain, and he showed me the Holy Cicy, Jerusalem, coming down out of 
heaven from God: it had the glory of God. Its splendour was like very precious 
stone, like jasper, crystal clear. It has a great high wall, wich twelve gateways, and 
on the twelve gateways it has cwelve angels, and names inscribed, which are the 
names of the rwelve tribes of the sons of Israel. On the east, three gateways, and on 
the north three gateways, and on che south chree gateways, and on the west three 
gateways. And the wall of the city has rvelve foundation stones, and on them 
twelve names, of the Twelve Apostles of the Lamb. 

And the one who was speaking to me had a golden measuring rod, to measure 
the cicy, and its gaceways, and ics wall. And the cicy lies four-square; and ics length 
is the same as its breadth. And he measured the cicy with the rod: all of twelve 
thousand stades; its length and breadth and height are all identical. And he 
measured its wall: one hundred and forcy-four cubits in the human (that is, 
angelic) measuring. And the enclosure of the wall is of jasper, and che cicy 1s pure 
gold, like clear glass. The foundation stones of the wall of the city are adorned with 
every [kind of] precious stone. The first foundation stone is jasper, the second is 
sapphire, the third is chalcedony, the fourth is emerald, the fifth is sardonyx, the 
sixth is carnelian, the seventh is chrysolite, the eighth is beryl, che ninth is topaz, 
che centh is chrysoprase, the eleventh is hyacinth, the rwelfth is amethyst; and the 
twelve gateways are twelve pearls — each one of the gateways was from a single 
pearl. And the streec of the city was pure gold, transparent as glass. 

And I saw no temple in her, for the Lord God Almighry is her temple -- and the 
Lamb. And the city has no need of the sun or of the moon to give her light, for the 
glory of God illuminated her; and the Lamb is her lamp. And the nations shall 


125. Roughly, 2 Samuel 7:14 


385 


THE REVELATION OF JOHN 21 


walk by means of her light, and the kings of the earth bring their glory into her; 
and her gateways shall not be shut by day (for there will be no night there); and 
they shall carry the glory and the wealth of the nations into her. And nothing 
profane shall enter her, nor anyone who does abomination and falsehood -- only 
those who are written in the Lambs Scroll of Life. 


And he showed me the river of the water of life, bright as crystal, coming from the 
throne of God and of the Lamb. In the middle of the city’s street, and its river, on 
both sides is the Tree of Life, yielding twelve Fruics, every month each one yielding 
ics Fruic; and che leaves of the cree [serve] for the healing of che nations. And no 
longer will there be any cursed thing there. And τῆς throne of God and of the 
Lamb shall be in her; and his slaves shall worship him, and they shall see his face, 
and his name shall be on their foreheads. And night shall be no more, and they 
have no need of the light of a lamp or the light of the sun, because the Lord God 
shal] shine upon them; and they shall reign for ever and ever. 


This concluding vision is majestic; and we must simply let it work 
on Our imagination, not trying to worry too much about precise 
details, simply basking in che light of chis radiant vision of Gad’s 
victory over the Beast (whose existence is dimly recalled in the 
reference to the ‘name . . . on their foreheads’). It is nor just God's 
victory, of course, for God's slaves will also be victorious, and ‘shall 
reign (or ‘be kings and queens’) - so the end is coming for the 
Roman Empire and those who live by it. Nouce the line about the 
Temple, and the quiet assumption of an equivalent berween ‘God’ 
and ‘the Lamb’. 


Concluding observations 
And he said co me, ‘The words are reliable and true: and che Lord God of the 


spirics of the prophets sent his angels to show his slaves what must happen soon. 
And look! I am coming quickly. Happy the one who keeps the words of the 
prophecy of this scroll.’ 

And [it is] 1, John, who hear and see all these things. And when I had heard and 
seen, | fell down τὸ worship before the feet of the angel that shawed me these 
things. And he says to me, “Dont even chink of it — [ am your fellow slave, and the 
fellow slave of your brothers and sisters che prophets, and chose who keep the 
words of this scroll. Worship God.’ 

And he says τὸ me, "Do not seal up the words of the prophecy of this scroll, for 
the time is near, Let che wrongdoer continue to do wrong, and the one who is 
defiled continue to be defiled; and let the just person continue to do justice, and 
the holy one continue to be holy. Look! [ am coming soon, and my reward with 
me, to repay each one according τὸ their work. [ am the Alpha and the Omega [the 
A and the 2’), the First and the Last, the Beginning and the End. 

‘Happy are those who wash their robes, so chat chey may have che right ro the 
Tree of Life, and enter the aty through ics gateways. Our with the dogs and the 
sorcerers and the foricators and the murderers and the idolatrous, and everyone 
who loves falsehood and does it. 
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I, Jesus, sent my angel to bear witness of these things to you, for the churches. 1 
am the roor and the lineage of David, the bright Morning Star. 

And the Spirit and the Bride say, “Come. And the one who hears, let them say, 
‘Come.’ And let che one who is thirscy come; but let the one who wishes receive 
the water of life for free. I testify to everyone who hears the words of the prophecy 
of this scroll. If anyone should add to them, God will add to that person che 
plagues written in chis scroll; and if anyone takes away from the words of the scroll 
of the prophecy, God will take away that person's portion from the Tree of Life, 
and from the holy city, which are written in this scroll. 

The one who bears witness to these things says, “Yes, | am coming soon.’ Amen, 
come, Lord Jesus. 

The grace of the Lord Jesus be with the saints. 


The Revelation (or Un-Veiling) and, as things stand, the New 
Testament, comes to its end now, with some words of reassurance. It 
is a vision of a prophecy from God, and for God's ‘slaves’; it is τὸ 
reassure them that, despite everything, God is in charge. It is witnessed 
to by John (hearing and seeing) who encourages us to worship God 
alone and co keep the prophecy open and unsealed — but to change 
nothing tn it. Ic affirms our faith in Jesus and encourages those who 
must suffer; finally, ic implores Jesus to ‘come’. This is the attitude 
of all attentive Christians. 

The final words are a neat epilogue to the New Testament: “The 
grace of the Lard Jesus be with all the saints.’ 
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